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About the ACT Children First Alliance 

The ACT Children First Alliance (the Alliance) is a network of 
longstanding not-for-profit providers of children’s service in the 
Australian Capital Territory (ACT), including early learning centres 
(ELCs), family day care, preschool and after school care. 

There is a significant body of research that demonstrates the importance of Early 
Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) on a child’s social, emotional, educational 
and economic wellbeing across the lifespan. Despite this, more than one in 
five ACT children were developmentally vulnerable when entering school.

The Alliance was established to develop and communicate a shared vision 
for ECEC in the ACT and to ensure that all children have access to ECEC. 

The ten community ECEC providers that make up this Alliance operate 
46 ELCs with 3,543 places. The Alliance has ten Founding Members:

• Anglicare NSW South, NSW West & ACT

• Belconnen Community Service

• Communities@Work

• Community Services #1 

• Goodstart Early Learning ACT 

• MOCCA

• Northside Community Service

• Woden Community Service

• YMCA Canberra

• YWCA Canberra

The Alliance’s approach will involve:

• Developing policy and program priorities based on the 
evidence-base and experience of Alliance members;

• Working with the ACT Government to progress these reforms; 

• Working collaboratively with like-minded stakeholders; and 

• Communicating information about these reforms with the ACT community.

To contact the ACT Children First Alliance, please email 
lydia.randall@ywca-canberra.org.au or call Lydia Randall on 6175 9928.
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Early Childhood Education and Care Matters 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) in Australia has made significant 
advancements over the past decade, due largely to the introduction of 
the National Quality Framework (NQF), the commitment by all Australian 
Governments to provide universal access of 15 hours of preschool for four year 
old children and strategic investments by State and Territory Governments.

Despite these significant achievements, Australia still lags 
behind the rest of the world in the provision of accessible, 

quality and affordable early childhood education.1 
This lack of investment in ECEC, is being reflected in 
child outcomes, with one in five ACT children being 
developmentally vulnerable when entering school.2 

In Australia, there is a long standing view that ECEC exists 
to provide a place for children to go to allow their parents to 

participate in the workforce. This view ignores the evidence that 
clearly indicates the importance of ECEC in providing children with 

the best start in life, particularly vulnerable children. It also undervalues the work 
of early childhood educators and teachers in developing educated and resilient 
children. We must move beyond this view to focus on the value of investing in 
ECEC to support children to reach their full potential and contribute to society.   

The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child identified that 
investment in the early years is critical for children, as during this period 
children experience the most rapid period of growth and change during the 
human lifespan. Throughout the early years children actively make sense of 
the physical, social and cultural dimensions of the world they inhabit, and the 
earliest years provide the foundation for their physical and mental health.3 

We are the ACT Children First Alliance because we, as community 
ECEC providers, believe that decisions relating to ECEC should 

be based on what is best for the child. We understand and see 
firsthand, the positive and lasting impact of providing quality 
ECEC to children, particularly for children experiencing 
disadvantage. Access to quality ECEC develops lifelong 
skills, resilience and wellbeing that can immunise against 
future disadvantage and harm. Greater exposure to 
quality ECEC enhances the employment and economic 

prospects of children when they become adults. As the 
ageing population doubles as a percentage of population 

over the next 40 years and the income producing workforce 
reduces, the economic importance of greater investment in 

1 Starting Strong IV: Early Childhood Education and Care Data Country Note - Australia (2016) OECD, Available 
from: http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/ECECDCN-Australia.pdf

2 ACT Labor (2016) ACT Labor’s Education Platform: Making Canberra’s education system even better

3 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No 7, para 6. UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre.
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education in the early years cannot be overstated. Put simply, high quality ECEC 
makes a significant and lasting impact on children throughout their lives, resulting 
in them being more likely to succeed in education, economically and socially. 

Often we identify complex problems in our community and it is difficult to 
determine a policy framework for addressing these problems. With ECEC, 
we have a clearly identified policy prescription for improving the educational, 
workforce and social outcomes of all Australians, we just need to implement 
it. To be ready for the jobs of tomorrow, many of which don’t even exist yet, 
we need a resilient, adaptive workforce. ECEC is the key to ensuring that 
all Australians are working towards achieving this from the early years.  

The evidence is clear, what is now needed is a pathway for action, 
involving all levels of government and all ECEC providers. This paper 
outlines our action plan for progressing ECEC, focusing on the role of the 
ACT. The ACT Government has a record of leading the way in ECEC. The 
ACT Government was providing funded preschool for four year olds long 
before all Australian Governments established the ‘National Partnership 
Agreement on Universal Access for children in the year before school’. 

This paper has been developed at a critical time, with the 
ACT Government currently leading the ‘Future of Education’ 
reform process and developing a ‘strategy in support of greater 
access to quality early childhood education and care’.1  

The Chief Minister has stated that ‘every Canberran deserves the best quality 
education to get the most out of life – to pursue knowledge, build a career 
and contribute to their community.’2 We agree and we look forward to working 
collaboratively with the Chief Minister and the ACT Government to support, 
educate and develop all young Canberrans to reach their full potential. 

1 Yvette Berry Media Statement: Setting a course for the future of education, 16 February 2016

2 ACT Labor (2016) ACT Labor’s Education Platform: Making Canberra’s education system even better
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Summary of Recommendations

Developing an ACT Early Years Strategy 

That the ACT Government develop an Early 
Years Strategy that includes:

• clear targets for access to ECEC by ACT 
children, particularly among children experiencing 
disadvantage, children with disabilities and 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children; 

• a multi-faceted approach to the early years that 
acknowledges the interconnections between health, 
education, social and economic outcomes; and

• a governance and oversight structure, including 
the establishment of a Ministerial Early Years 
Advisory Council, to provide advice on strategic 
matters and the implementation of the Strategy. 

Providing ongoing funding for preschool for four year 
old children and extending access to three year olds 

That the ACT Government work with the 
Australian Government to: 

• secure funding for the partnership agreement for 15 hours 
of preschool program access for four year olds until 2021;

• during this time, establish a permanent commitment 
for access to preschool programs for four year old 
children, including legislating for these measures, 
to ensure that four year old children have access to 
preschool programs now and into the future and that 
funding follows the child regardless of setting;  

• fund access to preschool programs for three year old 
children for 15 hours per week. Access to preschool 
programs for three year olds should be provided 
within the ECEC sector rather than in schools; and

• commits to continuous improvement to the quality of 
preschool programs, along with ongoing investment in 
the capacity and professional capability of educators.
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Reaching Children Experiencing Disadvantage
• That the ACT Government trial a matched funding 

program with community sector providers 
to provide two Equity Scholarships for each 
community sector ELC for 15 hours of care per 
week for children experiencing disadvantage.  

• That the ACT Government establishes an Early 
Intervention Fund that provides grants to services to 
implement innovative programs that improve access to 
early education for children experiencing disadvantage.  

Considering community need in planning 
decisions for new centres 

That the development of the ACT Early Years Strategy examines 
the intersection between the planning and education functions 
of the ACT Government, in strategically determining where new 
ECEC services are located to best meet community need. 

Strengthening School Age Care 

That the ACT Government develop a consistent licensing 
agreement for school age care that includes at least 
one school term notice when terminating agreements, 
except where programs have been found to be non-
compliant the National Quality Standards.

That the ACT Government requires school procurement 
processes for School Age Care Services to include 
the existing provider of the program.
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Principles 

We believe that ECEC policies and programs should be 
underpinned by the six following principles.

1. Children first
In determining future directions for 
ECEC, the needs and outcomes 
of the child should be the primary 
consideration for policy makers.

2. Evidence

There is considerable evidence 
on what constitutes effective 
ECEC. As providers of ECEC, we 
are committed to implementing 
evidence-based approaches within 
our Early Learning Centres (ELCs) 
and School Age Care. We also 
work to advocate for evidence-
based policies across the sector. 

3. Quality

Quality is key to ensuring 
that children get the lifelong 
benefits of ECEC. We support 
the implementation of the 
National Quality Standards 
(NQS) across all centres. We 
aspire to have our centres 
exceeding these standards. 

4. Equity

Some children experience 
significant disadvantage and 
require additional support to 
ensure that they have the best 
start in life. The principle of equity 
underpins all that we do, as we 
ensure that children’s needs are 
met, both within and beyond the 
education and care setting.

5. Accessibility

All families should be able to 
access affordable, quality ECEC. 
This is particularly important 
to ensure that the needs of all 
the children are being met in 
the ECEC they are receiving.

6.  Whole of child, whole 
of community

The early years are vital to 
developing skills and qualities 
that remain with children for life. 
As community sector providers of 
ECEC and School Age Care, we 
take seriously our role to provide 
support to children in a holistic 
manner, including determining 
the needs of the child and 
family, beyond their immediate 
education and care needs.
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The Case for Investing in ECEC
Access to quality ECEC has positive, lifelong effects, resulting in children 
being more likely to achieve academically and contributing socially and 
economically. If we are serious about supporting children and preparing 
them for the jobs of the future, we need to ensure that they have the 
range of skills needed to undertake these roles, including resilience 
and adaptability. ECEC is the most effective way of achieving this.  

Investing in ECEC results in improved educational and social outcomes 

It is vital that children are prepared for school to give them the best chance 
at achieving throughout their education and in the workforce. The Mitchell 
Institute Report ‘Educational Opportunity in Australia 2015: Who Misses Out’ 
found that children who enter school developmentally vulnerable often fail to 
catch up, with 10 per cent remaining behind through middle school years.1    

There is strong evidence to demonstrate that involvement in 
ECEC has a positive impact on educational outcomes 

throughout life. The 2012 Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) found that 4.5 per cent of 15 year olds 
in Australia attended no pre-primary education, 43.6 per 
cent had less than one year and 51.9 per cent had more 
than one year. Children from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds and schools were less likely to have 
engaged in pre-primary education. When accounting 
for these differences, PISA mathematics scores were 

32 score points lower for those we hadn’t attended pre-
primary education. Put differently children who accessed 

pre-primary education were the equivalent of one full year 
of formal schooling ahead of their classmates in mathematics.2   

Victorian research shows that children who did not have access to early learning 
were 2-3 times more likely to start school developmentally vulnerable,3  and 
were likely to score 20-30 points lower on their Year 3 NAPLAN tests.4 

1 Lamb, S, Jackson, J, Walstab, A & Huo, S (2015), Educational opportunity in Australia 2015: Who succeeds 
and who misses out, Centre for International Research on Education Systems, Victoria University, for the 
Mitchell Institute, Melbourne: Mitchell Institute.

2 Starting Strong IV: Early Childhood Education and Care Data Country Note Australia (2016) OECD, Available 
from: http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/ECECDCN-Australia.pdf

3 Victorian Government (2016) “The State of Victoria’s children 2015” Melbourne p. 31. Available from http://
www.education.vic.gov.au/about/research/Pages/reportdatachildren.aspx

4 Warren and Haisken-DeNew (2013), ‘Early bird catches the worm: The casual impact of pre-school 
participation and teacher qualifications on Year 3 national NAPLAN cognitive tests’, Melbourne Institute of 
Applied Economic and Social Research. Available from http://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/
research/preschoolparticipationandqualissummarypaper2013.pdf?Redirect=1 (page 2)
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Children who attend ECEC also have improved social outcomes. The 
Effective Provision of Pre-School and Education (EPPE) study, which 
followed children from the early years throughout their education, found 
that children who accessed high quality preschool were more likely to have 
improved social and emotional outcomes. For example, at 16 they had 
improved self-regulation, and pro-social behaviour.1 Children who have 
access to quality ECEC are less likely to be in the criminal justice system.2  

Investing in early education and care makes economic sense

There is substantial evidence in Australia and internationally 
that quality ECEC provides a significant economic return on 

investment. For example, Professor Edward Melhuish, a 
leading researcher on ECEC globally has stated that “the 
benefit arriving from 18 months of preschool is similar 
to that gained from six years of primary school’.3 

PWC modelling into the value of ECEC in Australia 
indicated that the benefits to GDP of children receiving 

quality ECEC is up to $10.3 billion cumulative to 
2050. Quality ECEC is defined as services meeting or 

exceeding the National Quality Standard. The report also 
found that the benefits to GDP of increased participation of 

vulnerable children is $13.3 billion cumulative to 2050. Vulnerable 
children are defined as those who have parents in the lowest income bracket 
and are unlikely to attend ECEC programs. Finally, the benefits to GDP of 
increased female workforce participation is $6 billion cumulative to 2050.4  

When considering the combined costs and benefits of all three 
impacts, the estimated cost savings to 2050 are between $1.6 and 
$1.9 billion. The PWC modelling report goes on to say that ‘This 
highlights the long term nature of the returns to society and that, 
while the costs to the taxpayer may appear large upfront, they are 
outweighed by the fiscal savings and revenue gains in the long run.’

1 Mitchell Institute – Two Years are better than one – Sammons, Sylva, Siraj, Taggart, Seems, et al (2014)

2 O’Connell M, Fox S, Hinz B and Cole H (2016). ‘Quality Education for All: Fostering creative, entrepreneurial, 
resilient and capable learners’ Mitchell Insitutute policy paper No. 01/2016. Mitchel Institute, Melbourne. 
Available from www.mitchellinstitute.org.au  

3 O’Connell M, Fox S, Hinz B and Cole H (2016). ‘Quality Education for All: Fostering creative, entrepreneurial, 
resilient and capable learners’ Mitchell Insitutute policy paper No. 01/2016. Mitchel Institute, Melbourne. 
Available from www.mitchellinstitute.org.au  

4 Putting a value on Early Education and Care in Australia, PWC, September 2014, http://www.pwc.com.au/
publications/early-childhood-education.html
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Well known international research studies on ECEC approaches 
such as the Perry Preschool Program and Abecedarian Program 

demonstrate cost benefit ratios of 17 to 1 at 40 years 
follow-up and a 3-4 to 1 cost benefit ratio at 21 years, 
respectively.1 The Effective Provision of Pre-School and 
School Education (EPPSE) study (an extension of the EPPE 
study) found that preschool attendance resulted in people 
earning on average £27,000 more over their working life.2  

The OECD, in its recent advice to the Australian government 
on how to accelerate economic growth, noted that: “Improving 

all levels of education will be crucial to boosting the long-term 
productive and innovative capacity of the economy. Reform should be 

geared towards increasing the supply and quality of early childhood education 
as well as towards improving outcomes at the primary and secondary levels.”3 

1 O’Connell M, Fox S, Hinz B and Cole H (2016). ‘Quality Education for All: Fostering creative, entrepreneurial, 
resilient and capable learners’ Mitchell Insitutute policy paper No. 01/2016. Mitchel Institute, Melbourne. 
Available from www.mitchellinstitute.org.au  

2 Taggart et all 2015, as Cited in O’Connell M, Fox S, Hinz B and Cole H (2016). ‘Quality Education for All: 
Fostering creative, entrepreneurial, resilient and capable learners’ Mitchell Insitutute policy paper No. 01/2016. 
Mitchel Institute, Melbourne. Available from www.mitchellinstitute.org.au  

3 OECD (2016) ‘Going for Growth 2016: Australia’ OECD Paris. Available at http://www.oecd.org/eco/growth/
going-for-growth-2016-australia.htm 
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The Current Policy Environment 
The legislative and regulatory responsibilities for ECEC and School Age Care 
in the ACT falls to both the Australian and ACT Governments. Providers 
of ECEC are from the government, community and private sectors.

All Australian Governments 

In 2008, the Council of Australian Government (COAG) commenced the most 
significant reform to ECEC in Australia. Emerging from this process was 
‘The National Quality Framework’ for ECEC which came into effect in 2012, 
following its development in 2010. The Framework includes ‘The National 
Quality Standards’ (NQS) and a national curriculum for ECEC articulated 
in ‘Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework 
for Australia’ and ‘My Time, Our Place’ for school age Outside of School 
Hours Care (including before and after school and vacation programs).1  

All Australian governments have also committed to the National Partnership 
Agreement to universal access to early childhood education, which has just 
been extended to December 2018. The Partnership Agreement provides funding 
for the delivery of 15 hours per week of preschool education by a qualified 
Early Childhood Teacher in the year before primary school. In the ACT, public 
funded preschool programs are provided by government preschools. 

The Australian Government

The Australian Government also provides subsidies for access to early 
education through the Childcare Rebate (CCR) and Childcare Benefit 
(CCB). The CCR is not means tested and covers 50 per cent of out of 
pocket expenses for ECEC up to $7,500 in a financial year. The CCB is a 
means tested subsidy paid to parents for the use of approved ECEC. 

As of 1 July 2018, these payments will be replaced by the Childcare Subsidy 
and Childcare Safety Net. The Childcare Subsidy will replace the CCR and 
CCB. The subsidy will be means tested based on family income and provide a 
subsidy of between 50 and 85per cent of the actual fee. The amount of subsidy 
that families have access to will be dependent on the number of hours parents 
are working, studying or training. A cap will exist for families earning more 
than $185,000. The Childcare Safety Net includes a range of funding programs 
for families and services to support children experiencing disadvantage.2 

1 O’Connell M, Fox S, Hinz B and Cole H (2016). ‘Quality Education for All: Fostering creative, entrepreneurial, 
resilient and capable learners’ Mitchell Insitutute policy paper No. 01/2016. Mitchell Institute, Melbourne. 
Available from www.mitchellinstitute.org.au  

2 Families package, Childcare workforce participation stream, Department of Human Services https://www.
humanservices.gov.au/corporate/budget/budget-2015-16/budget-measures/families/families-package-child-
care-workforce-participation-stream
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The ACT Government 

The Children’s Education and Care Assurance (CECA) Team in the ACT Education 
Directorate administers the Education and Care Services National Law (ACT) Act 
2011 and Children and Young People Act 2008. As part of this CECA assess the 
quality and compliance of ECEC and Outside of School Hours Care providers.   

The ACT Government also provides peppercorn and community lease arrangements 
from some premises for community Early Learning Centres and funding for 
emergency care places for ECEC for children who are experiencing hardship.

In the lead up to the 2016 ACT Election, ACT Labor committed 
$341,000 for ‘an extensive consultation and policy 

development process on our future education system’ and 
$200,000 ‘for an early childhood strategy’.1 In ‘Labor’s 
Education Platform’, the Chief Minister affirmed that 
‘ACT Labor believes every Canberran deserves the 
best quality education to get the most out of life – to 
pursue knowledge, build a career and contribute to their 
community. Better skills and training means building a 

better Canberra and broadening the horizons for people’.

On 16 February 2017, Yvette Berry, the Minister for Education 
and Early Childhood Development released a statement indicating 

that she has commenced work on the ‘future of education’ discussion paper 
and reform process. This process will also be used to ‘inform a strategy in 
support of greater access to quality early childhood education and care’.2 
Consultation will occur during the development of both documents.

ECEC Providers in the ACT 

The 2016 ‘Review of Early Childhood Education and Care in the ACT Discussion 
Paper’ (The Review) reported that there are 135 Early Learning Centres in the ACT 
with an estimated 10,251 places. There are also 20 non-government preschools 
with 1,266 places. The ECEC capacity in the ACT is therefore approximately 
11,500 places.  Between 2012 and 2016 there were 41 new early childhood 
services, accounting for 3,230 places or a 39 per cent increase in places. 

The Review found that services were generally distributed across the 
ACT, with greater concentration in areas with greater populations. 
However there are fewer services in West Belconnen and South 
Tuggeranong, which are areas that have ‘pockets of disadvantage’.3

1 ACT Labor (2016) ACT Labor’s Education Platform: Making Canberra’s education system even better

2 Yvette Berry Media Statement: Setting a course for the future of education, 16 February 2016

3 Review of Early Childhood Education and Care in the ACT: Discussion paper 2016,  
ACT Government Education Directorate 
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The 10 community ECEC providers that make up this 
Alliance operate 46 ELCs with 3,543 places. These ELCs 

also provide 67 emergency places funded by the ACT 
Government for children who are vulnerable. The cost 
of one day in the ELCs ranges from $95 to $116. The 
costs vary depending on a number of factors, including 
the inclusion of meals and rent paid for the service. The 

ELCs vary in capacity, with Centres accommodating for 
40 to 143 children. The members of this Alliance make 

up approximately 30 per cent of all ELCs in the ACT. 
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The future of ECEC in the ACT 

Australia lags behind the rest of the world in ECEC provision and access. Public 
and private expenditure on ECEC was 0.5 per cent of GDP in 2013, which is 
below the OECD average of 0.8 per cent. Of OECD countries, only Estonia, 
Ireland, Japan and Switzerland have lower expenditure on ECEC than Australia. 
Across OECD countries, an average of 71 per cent of three year olds and 86 
per cent of four year olds accessed ECEC in 2014. In Australia 69 per cent 
of 3 year olds and 83 per cent of four year olds accessed ECEC in 2014.1  

This lack of investment in ECEC is reflected in children’s 
readiness for school. The 2015 Australian Early Development 

Census (AEDC) found that more than one in five 
(22 per cent) ACT children were developmentally 

vulnerable when entering school in one or more 
domains of physical health and wellbeing, social 
competence, emotional maturity, language 
and cognitive skills, and communication skills 
and general knowledge.2 This has remained 
consistent between 2009 and 2015. Children who 

experience the most disadvantage are also two 
and a half times as likely to be developmentally 

vulnerable as those who are least disadvantaged.3   

This paper focuses on actions that can be taken by the 
ACT Government to progress ECEC policy. Improving ECEC in Australia 
involves action from all governments. The ACT Government has a crucial 
role in progressing ECEC policy and can lead the way with reforms. 

Developing an 
ACT Early Years Strategy 

There is no ECEC strategy in the ACT. In 2009, all Australian Governments 
committed to ‘Investing in the Early Years—A National Early Childhood 
Development Strategy’. The Strategy articulates a vision that ‘By 2020 all 
children have the best start in life to create a better future for themselves and 
for the nation’.4 2020 is now just three years away, and significant progress is 
needed if we are to achieve this vision. The Victorian Government has recently 
released an Early Childhood Reform plan as part of its suite of Education 
State reforms, and committed $200 million of new funding to implement it.5 

1 Starting Strong IV: Early Childhood Education and Care Data Country Note - Australia (2016) OECD, Available 
from: http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/ECECDCN-Australia.pdf

2 Emerging trends from the AEDC, Fact sheet on AEDC results for the 2009, 2012 and 2015 collection, https://
www.aedc.gov.au/resources/detail/fact-sheet--emerging-trends-from-the-aedc

3 Ibid

4 Investing in the Early Years – A national early childhood development strategy: An initiative of the Council of 
Australian Governments, 2 July 2009, Commonwealth of Australia, Available from: http://www.startingblocks.
gov.au/media/1104/national_ecd_strategy.pdf

5 http://www.education.vic.gov.au/about/educationstate/Pages/earlychildhood.aspx
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The ACT Government needs an Early Years Strategy to clearly 
articulate their role in progressing ECEC policy, particularly for children 
and families experiencing disadvantage. An ACT Strategy will also 
allow for the ACT Government to develop a jurisdictional specific 
plan that acknowledges the existing data on actions needed. 

An ACT Early Years Strategy must acknowledge the principles outlined earlier 
in this document. These are: children first, evidence, quality, equity and 
whole of child, whole of community. The ACT Government has identified the 
need for a ‘strategy in support of greater access to quality early childhood 
education and care’ and have announced the development of this strategy.1 

The Alliance supports the development of ACT Early Years Strategy and 
believes that the plan should go beyond the provision of education and 
care and also consider the broader wellbeing of the child using a ‘social 
determinants’ approach. The Social Determinants of Health are ‘the 
conditions in which people are born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider 
set of forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life’.2 The ‘social 
determinants’ acknowledge the broader implications of policies, including 
economic policies, development agendas and social policies, on the health 
and wellbeing of people and communities. Policies and programs that are 
based on the principle of equity can contribute to addressing the social 
determinants, including education, benefiting the child throughout their lives.

Recommendation 

That the ACT Government develops an Early Years Strategy that includes:

• clear targets for access to ECEC by ACT children, particularly 
among children experiencing disadvantage, children with 
disabilities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children; 

• a multi-faceted approach to the early years that 
acknowledges the interconnections between health, 
education, social and economic outcomes; and

• a governance and oversight structure, including the establishment 
of a Ministerial Early Years Advisory Council, to provide advice 
on strategic matters and the implementation of the Strategy. 

1 Yvette Berry Media Statement: Setting a course for the future of education, 16 February 2016

2 World Health Organization, Social determinants of Health, http://www.who.int/social_determinants/en/
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Confirm universal funding for four year olds and extend 
access to funded preschool for three year old children 

In 1998 the United Kingdom (UK) Government introduced subsidised 
preschool for four year olds. This was later extended to three year olds in 
2004 and two year olds experiencing disadvantage in 2013. In September 
2017, this will be increased from 15 hours per week to 30 hours per week. 
Sweden offers all three to five year old children 15 hours of free ECEC per 
week, Italy offers 40 hours of free ECEC for all three to six year olds.1  

The EPPE study assessed the impact of ECEC on participants’ longer term 
outcomes. The study found that the more months a child spends in quality ECEC, 
the better their language skills will be, and that an early start (aged two or three 
years) is linked with better intellectual attainment at school entry. The researchers 
concluded that two or more years in a high quality preschool environment had the 
biggest statistical impact on intellectual development and early literacy skills.2 3

As the Mitchell Institute Report ‘Quality Early Education for All’ identified 
‘Commencing work on planning the extension of Universal Access to 3 year 
olds would bring Australia into line with international norms’.4 Providing two 
years of preschool would have the greatest impact on child outcomes and 
would provide greater benefits for children experiencing disadvantage for 
whom one year of preschool is not adequate to close the achievement gaps.5 

Currently in Australia 66 per cent of three year olds and 71 per cent of ACT 
children access ECEC. Of the 66 per cent of three year olds accessing 
ECEC, just 21 per cent attend a preschool program. Preschool is defined 
by the Mitchell Institute Report ‘Preschool: Two years are better than one’ 
as ‘A defined learning-focused program, usually with minimum hours of 
attendance for children in the year or two before school and delivered 
by a qualified Early Childhood Teacher.’6 However there is no nationally 
defined program of preschool for three year olds in Australia.

1 http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/education/starting-strong-iv/early-childhood-
education-and-care-ecec-systems-in-participating-jurisdictions_9789264233515-4-en#.WOLE_qL-vIU#page4

2 Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., Sammons, P., Siraj-Blatchford, I., & Taggart, B., (2004). The Effective Provision of Pre-
School Education (EPPE) Project: final report. Institute of Education, University of London: London. https://
www.ioe.ac.uk/RB_Final_Report_3-7.pdf

3 Melhuish, E., Ereky-Stevens, K., Petrogiannis, K., Ariescu, A., Penderi, E., Rentzou, K., Talwell, A., Leseman, P., & 
Broekhuisen, M., (2015). A review of research on the effects of early childhood education and care (ECEC) on child 
development. Curriculum and Quality Analysis and Impact Review of Early Childhood Education and Care (CARE). 
http://ecec-care.org/fileadmin/careproject/Publications/reports/summaries/D4__1_EcecutiveSummary.pdf 

4 O’Connell M, Fox S, Hinz B and Cole H (2016). ‘Quality Education for All: Fostering creative, entrepreneurial, 
resilient and capable learners’ Mitchell Insitutute policy paper No. 01/2016. Mitchel Institute, Melbourne. 
Available from www.mitchellinstitute.org.au, p.47  

5 Fox, S and Geddes, M. (2016). Preschool - Two Years are Better Than One: Developing a Preschool Program 
for Australian 3 Year Olds – Evidence, Policy and Implementation, Mitchell Institute

6 Fox, S and Geddes, M. (2016). Preschool - Two Years are Better Than One: Developing a Preschool Program 
for Australian 3 Year Olds – Evidence, Policy and Implementation, Mitchell Institute Policy Paper No. 03/2016. 
Mitchell Institute, Melbourne. Available from: www.mitchellinstitute.org.au, p 36
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The Mitchell Institute Report ‘Preschool: Two years are better than 
one’ provides a pathway for implementing a preschool program for 
three year olds in Australia. The pathway is a four stage process:

• ‘Designing: Defining the structural and process elements of a preschool 
program for three year olds and considering how a three year old program 
could be delivered within the existing system in each jurisdiction, based 
on current utilisation and capacity. Scoping and developing jurisdictional-
specific implementation plans in collaboration with relevant stakeholders.’

• Implementing: A phased approach to expanding capacity, delivering 
a workforce strategy and gradually building attendance rates.

• Embedding: Once there is adequate capacity within the sector, 
maintaining a focus on quality, attendance for the right dosage, 
and ensuring priority cohorts have equitable access.

• Sustaining: Maintaining appropriate levels of quality 
and funding, and responding to emerging evidence 
about dose, duration and quality thresholds.’1  

The changes to ECEC in Australia implemented over the past decade, which 
include the provision of funding for 15 hours per week for 4 year olds to 
access preschool, have brought Australia in line with minimum practices 
among most OECD countries. This move was taken a decade after the UK. 
Extending preschool to three year olds would ensure that we continue to 
progress our ECEC policies, rather than continuing to lag behind globally. 

The National Partnership on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education 
has been a profoundly successful public policy initiative, with the proportion 
of four year olds in ECEC rising from 52% in 2009 to over 95% in 2016. The 
outputs of the agreement include: “Supporting all children’s quality early 
childhood education participation, regardless of whether quality early childhood 
education programmes are delivered through schools (non-government 
and government), standalone preschools or long day care centres.”

2016 ABS enrolment data shows that 5,557 children were enrolled 
preschool programs in the year before school of whom 51% were enrolled 
in Government preschools, 2.7% in non-government preschools, 24.9% in 
preschool programs in long day care centres and 21.2% in multiple programs 
across both the long day care and school systems. While NSW, Qld, Vic, 
SA and NT fund programs in both school and long day care settings, the 
ACT does not.2 This means that one in four ACT preschool children receive 
no benefit from the Federal funding, and a further one in five receive only a 
partial benefit. This funding anomaly needs to be reviewed to ensure that 
appropriately funded quality preschool programs can be offered across all 
setting in the ACT in line with the objectives and outputs of the NPA. 

1 Fox, S and Geddes, M. (2016). Preschool - Two Years are Better Than One: Developing a Preschool Program 
for Australian 3 Year Olds – Evidence, Policy and Implementation, Mitchell Institute Policy Paper No. 03/2016. 
Mitchell Institute, Melbourne. Available from: www.mitchellinstitute.org.au, p.84

2 ABS 4240. Preschool Education Australia 2016 Table 29
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Recommendations

That the ACT Government work with the Australian Government to: 

• secure funding for the partnership agreement for 15 hours of 
preschool program access for four year olds until 2021; 

• during this time, establish a permanent commitment for access 
to preschool programs for four year old children, including 
legislating for these measures, to ensure that four year old children 
have access to preschool progams now and into the future, 
and that funding follows the child regardless of setting;  

• fund access to preschool programs for three year old children for 15 
hours per week. Access to preschool programs for three year olds 
should be provided within  the ECEC sector rather in schools; and

• commits to continuous improvement to the quality of 
preschool programs, along with ongoing investment in the 
capacity and professional capability of educators. 
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Reaching children  
experiencing disadvantage   

In 2005, across the ACT, 22.5 per cent of children were developmentally vulnerable 
on at least one measure when entering school. This figure varies across Canberra 
with parts of Canberra having higher rates of vulnerability. For example 25.1% 
of children from the Belconnen region are developmentally vulnerable in at least 
one area. Within the Belconnen region, particular suburbs have higher rates of 
vulnerability also, for example Belconnen itself and Giralang (both above 40%).

The ACT has high rates of enrolment in preschool in the year before school, 
with 100% of children enrolled in a preschool program. However 91% are 
enrolled for 15 or more hours and far fewer, 74% attend 15 or more hours.1  

Both the AEDC data and ECEC access data provide an indication of the 
current provision of and access to ECEC and areas where additional supports 
may be needed. This data should be used to inform targeted programs for 
children in the community who are experiencing barriers to accessing ECEC.

AEDC data shows that children who attend preschool are less likely to be 
developmentally vulnerable on all five developmental domains (physical, 
social, emotional, language and communication).2 There are a number of 
barriers to children and families accessing ECEC including limited access 
to specialist supports for children with additional needs, complex paper 
work and enrolment processes, lack of trust and access and availability.3  

Engaging children and families who experience these 
barriers in ECEC involves ELCs being linked in with their 

communities and with services that support people 
experiencing disadvantage. ELCs can be best placed 

to identify early learning or health issues, provide 
information on strategies to support early learning 
at home, build supportive relationships with 
families who aren’t engaging with other services 
and connect families with other support services.4 
Community ECEC providers often provide other 
community services and/or are connected with 

a range of other community organisations. This 
makes them best placed to provide and connect 

people with the wrap around services needed to identify 
problems early, intervene and refer to appropriate services. 

1 Two years are better than one: Preschool programs in th ACT: Fact Sheet, October 2016, Available from: www.
mitchellinstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/.../ACT-Fact-Sheet-FINAL.pdf

2 O’Connell M, Fox S, Hinz B and Cole H (2016). ‘Quality Education for All: Fostering creative, entrepreneurial, 
resilient and capable learners’ Mitchell Insitutute policy paper No. 01/2016. Mitchel Institute, Melbourne. 
Available from www.mitchellinstitute.org.au  

3 Ibid

4 Ibid
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The ACT Government currently provides funding for emergency ECEC places, 
usually for children who are experiencing significant hardship or who are in 
the care and protection system. These places are limited and temporary.

Community ECEC providers understand that despite the subsidies in place, price 
and administrative burden will always be a barrier for some people in engaging 
in ECEC. Equity Scholarships could go part of the way to addressing this, by 
providing funding for people experiencing disadvantage or hardship. Through a 
partnership approach, Community ECEC Providers could provide matched funding 
with the ACT Government to deliver two Equity Scholarships per ELC to provide 
ongoing ECEC for 15 hours per week for children experiencing disadvantage. 

An ‘Early Intervention Fund’ is also needed to provide greater access to ECEC by 
children experiencing disadvantage. The Fund should be targeted and informed 
by the data on the socio-economic status of the local, data on access to ECEC 
and where AEDC data on vulnerability. The fund should provide grants to ECEC 
providers to implement evidence-based programs that improve engagement 
of children experiencing disadvantage. In applying for grants, ECEC providers 
should need to demonstrate the need for the program and the evidence 
supporting their intended approach for engagement of children and families. 

Recommendation

That the ACT Government trial a matched funding program 
with community sector providers to provide two Equity 
Scholarships for each community sector ELC for 15 hours of 
care per week for children experiencing disadvantage.  

That the ACT Government establishes an Early Intervention Fund that 
provides grants to services to implement innovative programs that improve 
access to early education for children experiencing disadvantage.  

Considering community need in planning 
decisions for new centres 

Currently no consideration is given to the need for an ELC when approving 
new centres either at the Development and Building Approval phases 
or by CECA in the Education Directorate. Applications are submitted to 
CECA for new services, however CECA’s role is to ensure that facilities 
and service operations comply with relevant legislation. CECA does not 
assess the need for a new service in a specific geographical location. 

‘The Discussion Paper – Review of Early Childhood Education and Care in the ACT’ 
indicated that historically there have been general shortages of ECEC places in the 
ACT, particularly between 2008 and 2012. However in recent times, there has been 
significant growth in the sector, resulting in underutilisation of centres.1 The Review 
also indicates that the sector has grown 3,230 places or 39 per cent since 2011. 

1 Review of Early Childhood Education and Care in the ACT: Discussion paper 2016, ACT Government Education 
Directorate
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The 46 centres operated by the 10 community ECEC providers 
that make up this Alliance operate at 60-95 per cent capacity, 

with an average of 80 per cent. Management have identified 
that the capacity of services has declined in recent years, 
due to the increasing number of ELCs across Canberra.  

The rapid expansion of the sector has implications for the 
provision of quality care. The quality provision of ECEC is essential 

to achieving positive lifelong effects for children. A number of factors 
contribute to ECEC quality. One of these factors is the presence of staff 

who are adequately trained. The ACT has the lowest proportion of educators 
with a relevant formal qualification at or above Certificate III level at 61.8 per 
cent. This compares to a national average of 79.7 per cent.1 Attracting staff can 
be challenging for providers because of the low wages available for childhood 
teachers and educators, particularly as potential staff are able earn a higher 
income in most other industries. If there are too many centres in the ACT, then 
the ability to adequately staff these centres becomes increasingly difficult. 

Additionally, if a new centre is placed alongside an existing centre, it may make 
other centres unavailable. This can result in the inefficient use of ACT Government 
and community resources when centres are forced to close. This also affects 
the continuity of care being provided by a longstanding ECEC provider who 
has gotten to know the child and developed a community around the child. 

The core consideration in determining the need for new ECEC centres should 
be the outcomes of the child. Children do not benefit when there are too 
many centres and when staff are spread thin, putting at risk the capacity to 
provide quality care. The consultation relating to the Early Years Strategy 
in the ACT should consider planning and approvals for new ELCs. 

Recommendation

That the development of the ACT Early Years Strategy examines 
the intersection between the planning and education functions 
of the ACT Government, in strategically determining where new 
ECEC services are located to best meet community need. 

Strengthening 
School Age Care 

School Age Care supports families by providing care before and after school 
and vacation care programs. School Age Care programs are operated in primary 
schools across the ACT and some also provide care for preschool children. 

As with ECEC, School Age Care is required to comply with the National 
Quality Standards which ensure that the programs are operated in safe and 

1 Report on Government Services (2017) Volume B, Chapter 3, Early Childhood Education and Care, Available 
from: http://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2017/child-care-education-and-
training/early-childhood-education-and-care
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appropriate environments with adequate facilities, have adequate staffing 
arrangements and have appropriate management structures in place. 
School Age Care also has a framework linked to the Early Years Learning 
Framework – ‘My Time, Our Place’ which ‘aims to extend and enrich 
children’s wellbeing and development in school age care settings’.1  

Six of the ten members of the Alliance provide School Age Care 
programs. Together they deliver 62 programs to 8,668 children.  

Currently in the ACT, there is no consistent Licensing Agreement for School 
Age Care and programs can be discontinued with two weeks’ notice. Continuity 
of care is important to children who often establish relationships with staff 
and management. However the importance of this is not acknowledged 
in the current regulatory environment. The sudden removal of a service 
also results in sudden job losses usually at very short notice. This makes 
it difficult for management to plan for program delivery into the future. 

A consistent licensing agreement is needed for School Age Care across 
the ACT. This agreement should stipulate the grounds for the cessation of 
service and provide reasonable timeframes for termination of programs of at 
least one school term should termination proceed. The agreements should 
also outline dispute resolution processes that address reasons for potential 
termination processes. Procurement processes for the delivery of School 
Age Care should also be required to seek an expression of interest from 
existing providers so that continuity of care is preserved where possible.  

Recommendations

That the ACT Government develop a consistent licensing agreement 
for school age care that includes at least one school term notice 
when terminating agreements, except where programs have been 
found to be non-compliant the National Quality Standards.

That the ACT Government require school procurement processes for School 
Age Care Services to include the existing provider of the program.

1 My Time, Our Place: A framework for school age care in Australia (2011) Commonwealth of Australia, Available 
from: http://files.acecqa.gov.au/files/National-Quality-Framework-Resources-Kit/my_time_our_place_
framework_for_school_age_care_in_australia.pdf
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