	
	


	
	



	
	


Overview

	Key points

	· The early childhood development sector contributes to the positive early life outcomes experienced by the majority of young children in Australia. The sector provides early childhood education and care, child health and family support services to over 1.5 million children.
· Governments are implementing a range of substantial reforms to early childhood education and care. These reforms have substantial implications for the 140 000 strong early childhood education and care workforce.

· The reforms mean that about 15 000 more workers are likely to be required than would otherwise be the case, and the average level of workers’ qualifications will need to increase. To meet this additional demand, wages for the more highly qualified childhood education and care employment categories will need to rise.
· The supply of suitably qualified workers is likely to take some time to respond, and temporary exemptions from the new standards (waivers) will be required. Government timelines for reform appear optimistic.
· Increased demand for qualifications will increase demand for vocational education and training. Unless existing concerns surrounding poor quality training are addressed, much of any increased investment in vocational education and training could be wasted. As a priority, a review of the relevant training package and sufficient funding so that the new national regulator, the Australian Skills Quality Authority, can effectively monitor the delivery of the package is required.
· Appropriate and accessible professional development and support for staff is needed so that the benefits of additional training are enduring, and to disseminate information on the extensive pedagogical and regulatory sectoral reforms.

· The increase in early childhood education and care service costs due to labour cost increases will mainly be shared by governments and parents, rather than by workers or providers. Under existing subsidy arrangements, access to long day care services is expected to be lower than without the reforms, as a result of higher costs faced by parents.

· Alternative child care subsidy structures, emphasising targeting to the most disadvantaged children and families, could deliver cost savings to the Australian Government while helping to ensure access to services for those who would benefit most.
· Child and family health nurses are generally in good supply. Research is required to determine the optimal mix of skills and qualifications in the child health workforce.

· Early childhood development services are not currently providing the same start in life to children with additional needs, and many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, that is commonly available to other children. The workforce requirements to provide appropriate services for these children must be prioritised so that the gap in outcomes between them and other children is minimised, not exacerbated.

· The development of integrated early childhood development centres provides new opportunities for improved service delivery, but may require additional leadership and cross‑disciplinary professional development for staff for them to be effective.

	

	


Overview
The early childhood development (ECD) sector in Australia faces significant challenges. Governments are implementing a wide-ranging program of regulatory reform in the sector, particularly in early childhood education and care (ECEC). These reforms, which aim to raise the quality of Australian ECEC, will significantly increase demand for ECEC workers. Supply is likely to respond slowly. This suggests that current timeframes for reform are optimistic.

The reform program is likely to be expensive for both governments and parents, as increased staff numbers, and the higher wages anticipated in response to the increase in demand, drive up ECEC service costs. A restructuring of existing child care subsidies would help to limit the cost to governments and to ensure access to ECEC for those who would benefit most. Regardless of the reform program and any changes to existing subsidy arrangements, additional funding to support children with additional needs and all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children to access ECD services is required.

Early childhood development in Australia 

Most Australian children meet developmental milestones and are well prepared when they enter primary school. The efforts of parents to give their children a good start in life are supported by ECD services, including ECEC, child health and family support services (figure 1).
While the quality of Australian ECD services is generally good by international standards, the Australian ECD sector, and ECEC in particular, is currently the subject of major reforms. These reforms will have far-reaching implications for the ECEC workforce. This report looks at the workforce issues that must be addressed to successfully implement these already-agreed reforms.
Figure 1
The early childhood development sector
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It is apparent that ECD services are not providing the same quality of services to children with additional needs, and many Indigenous children, that is commonly available to other children. It is essential that workforce issues affecting service provision to children with additional needs, and for many Indigenous children, are given priority in the context of current reforms, to ensure that the developmental gaps between groups of children are minimised.

Child health and family support services

Most Australian children first encounter the ECD sector soon after birth, when they visit, or are visited by, a child and family health nurse. Health visits, which are offered intermittently through a child’s early life, monitor and promote the wellbeing of the child and, where necessary, provide referral to appropriate medical and intervention services. These services include family support services, which aim to improve the capacity of families to care for their children.

Early childhood education and care

Many families choose to send their children to an ECEC service, to enable the parents return to the workforce and/or for the educational and social benefits that ECEC can bring to children. For very young children, this is most commonly provided in a long day care (LDC) centre or family day care (FDC). There are almost 6000 LDC centres in Australia, offering ECEC to more than 500 000 children (table 1). There are also more than 12 000 FDC educators offering ECEC to more than 90 000 children in the educators’ own homes. In addition to these longer, typically full-day, care options, sessional or occasional care is available.

As children grow older, they often also participate in a preschool program. These programs, offered in 65 per cent of LDC centres as well as in almost 5000 preschools, are delivered to more than 200 000 children in the year before formal schooling.

Once children enter formal schooling, they may continue to receive ECEC services before or after school, or in school holiday periods, or a combination of these. These services, collectively known as outside school hours care, support parents’ workforce participation in the face of the mismatch between the short school day and longer working hours, and provide further developmental opportunities for children.

Integrated service provision is becoming increasingly common, and is generally regarded as being a particularly effective way of delivering ECD services to disadvantaged children. As integrated services are further developed, it is anticipated that more children will access child health and family support services from the same service at which they attend ECEC.
Table 1
Early childhood education and care services in Australiaa 2009‑10
	
	Services
	Places offeredb
	Children attending

	Long day care 
	5 781
	318 894
	543 539

	Preschools
	4 809
	na
	213 446

	Occasional care
	85
	2 728
	6 401

	Family day care
	328 schemes

12 060 educators
	73 456
	93 738 

	Outside school hours care 
	5 303
	316 316
	342 261


a Includes childcare services approved by the Australian Government, and preschools that are funded or provided by state and territory governments. b Children may attend more than one type of care, and the majority do not attend full time. Therefore, the number of children generally exceeds the number of full-time places. na Not available.
Sources: Productivity Commission estimates based on unpublished DEEWR data from the 2010 National ECEC Workforce Census; SCRGSP (2011a).

Governments are heavily involved in the early childhood development sector
Governments at all levels intervene in the ECD sector as policy makers, funders, service providers and regulators (table 2). Governments intervene in ECD because they consider that while ECD services have direct benefits for children and families, services also provide wider economic and social benefits, including productivity‑enhancing human capital improvements and assistance in overcoming disadvantage. There is also recognition that market pressures alone are unlikely to provide quality services, and that an appropriate regulatory system aimed at quality improvement and assurance is required.
Table 2
The role of governments in the early childhood development sector

	
	ECEC 
	Child health
	Family support 

	Australian Government 
	· Regulation

· Policy setting 

· Most funding


	· Some policy setting 

· Some funding 
	· Policy setting 

· Some funding

	State and territory governments 
	· Regulation

· Some policy setting

· Some funding

· Some provision 
	· Policy setting

· Most funding

· Provision


	· Policy setting 

· Some funding

· Provision



	Local governments
	· Provision

· Some funding
	· Provision

· Some funding
	· Some provision

· Some funding


New policy initiatives are reshaping the early childhood development sector

Australian governments have embarked on a significant program of policy change for the ECD sector, partly to address ongoing concerns that one quarter of Australian children enter primary school with vulnerabilities in one or more of five key developmental domains. These policy changes include ensuring that all children can attend preschool (so-called ‘universal access’ to 15 hours of preschool per week), an increased emphasis on ECEC service quality and expanding the provision of ECD services to Indigenous children.

Governments are aiming to provide access for every child to 15 hours of preschool per week in the year before formal schooling by 2013. Achieving this goal will require a considerable increase in both preschool attendance rates and the number of hours of preschool offered.
The reforms also include a national early learning framework, a framework for school-aged care and a National Quality Standard that imposes nationally consistent staff-to-child ratios and qualification requirements on the ECEC workforce. This will be overseen by a national regulatory system which, among other things, will rate service quality and determine access to exemptions, known as service waivers (figure 2).

Much of the reform agenda is aimed at improving the quality of services. In order to maximise the impact of these reforms, it is imperative that comprehensive information on service quality (including on waivers) is published and readily accessible for parents.
These changes have substantial implications for the workforce. They will significantly expand demand for teachers and other qualified educators. At the same time, an increased emphasis on delivering quality services to Indigenous children will accentuate the workforce demand pressures for Indigenous-focused ECD services. The extent of these pressures will differ between jurisdictions and according to remoteness.
Figure 2
National Quality Agenda for Early Childhood Education and Care
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a Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority
The early childhood development workforce
The early childhood education and care workforce

Even without the impact of the new policies, the ECEC workforce has been growing by around 4 per cent per year for over a decade, and now approaches 140 000 workers (table 3). The LDC workforce, which comprises almost half of the total ECEC workforce, has been growing particularly strongly, almost doubling in little more than a decade; though outside school hours care and preschool have also shown dramatic increases (off a lower base) in recent years.
Table 3
The early childhood education and care workforcea
Number of workers
	Service type
	1997
	1999
	2002
	2004
	2006
	2010b

	Long day care
	40 100
	39 800
	48 012
	52 105
	57 816
	67 975

	Family day care 
	15 700
	14 300
	14 974
	14 650
	13 679
	13 575

	In‑home care
	na
	na
	144
	195
	203
	1 051

	Occasional care
	2 300
	800
	996
	953
	874
	769

	Other child care services
	900
	900
	958
	959
	713
	na

	Outside school hours care
	11 100
	16 400
	24 346
	26 277
	29 126
	30 342

	Preschool
	na
	na
	na
	10 321
	11 201
	25 475


a Data from 2008 are not available as the Australian Government Census of Child Care Services (AGCCCS) concluded in 2006. b Data from 2010 are Productivity Commission estimates based on unpublished DEEWR data. na Not available.

Sources: DEEWR (2008); Productivity Commission estimates based on unpublished DEEWR data from the 2010 National ECEC Workforce Census; SCRGSP (2011a).
The ECEC workforce is overwhelmingly female (97 per cent) but is not homogeneous. There are two distinct groups of ECEC workers — service directors and teachers, and educators.
· Service directors and teachers comprise approximately 30 per cent of the ECEC workforce, are largely employed on a full‑time basis, typically hold high-level vocational education and training (VET) or higher education qualifications, and often lead or supervise educators.

· Educators are more commonly employed on a part‑time or casual basis, have VET or no qualifications and receive lower wages than the first group.
From 1 January 2014, if staff in LDC, FDC and preschools are to be counted towards regulated staff‑to‑child ratios they will need to have, or be working towards, a relevant qualification. At least 50 per cent of those staff in preschools and LDC centres will need to have, or be working towards, a relevant diploma or higher qualification, and the other 50 per cent will need to hold or be working towards a certificate III qualification. FDC educators will also have to be working towards a certificate III. Staff qualification requirements in occasional care and outside school hours care services will not change.
This will require about 15 000 more workers than without the reforms, with a higher average level of qualification, and will raise the cost of ECEC services. The increase in costs will be more pronounced for LDC centres that do not currently provide preschool programs, as they will now be required to employ teachers. The expansion of preschool programs to meet the universal access reforms will add to the increased demand for teachers.
The preschool, long day care and occasional care workforce

The workforce impact of these already-agreed reforms will fall most heavily on preschool and LDC services. The supply of workers is expected to take some time to adjust, and demand is unlikely to be met in the short term. While the rapid increase in demand for qualified workers that results from this policy change can be partially met by training existing workers, many new workers will be needed to meet the reform goals.
The impact of the reforms will be more muted for occasional care services, which provide care for children on an hourly or sessional basis, often for short periods or at irregular intervals, as these services will not be subject to the National Quality Standard. However, the occasional care workforce is similar to that of LDC services, and occasional care services will face increased competition for both directors and educators following the implementation of the reforms.
The change in demand for preschool and LDC workers will differ across jurisdictions. Queensland, South Australia, the Northern Territory and the ACT will need to make substantial progress to meet the new standards. New South Wales, Tasmania and Victoria will require more modest changes to meet the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) targets, while Western Australia is already relatively close to meeting the new requirements. Western Australia currently provides universal access to preschool (but for less than 15 hours per week). In addition, ECEC services in that state are already compliant with the staff-to-child ratios specified in the new standards, though not the qualification requirements.

The rate of adjustment in supply is likely to be more rapid for VET-trained service directors and educators than it will be for teachers. The reforms increase demand for teachers, and teachers need to have completed a 4-year university degree before being able to fill a teacher position (though 3‑year degrees held by teachers already in the workforce will be recognised during the transition period). In the case of service directors and educators, however, staff are only required to be working towards a relevant certificate III or diploma qualification.

More broadly, the supply response will be determined by the incentives provided to workers to gain the appropriate qualifications, to enter the workforce, to upgrade their qualifications where necessary, and to remain in the workforce. These incentives include pay and conditions, both absolute and relative to other occupations, and barriers to entry into the workforce such as the (monetary and opportunity) cost of obtaining or upgrading qualifications.

Recruitment and retention of ECEC workers is already adversely affected by poor pay and conditions. Staff report a significant administrative and regulatory burden in their day-to-day work, and, though survey results vary, staff commonly perceive that they receive little public recognition for their contribution to society. These factors all contribute to a perception of poor morale within the workforce.
The difference in pay and conditions between teaching positions in LDC centres and preschools will be a key determinant of the supply of teachers for LDC centres. Typically LDC centres offer lower salaries, longer hours and fewer holidays than preschools.
Further to this, many teachers who are qualified to work in ECEC services are also qualified to work in primary schools, which in most jurisdictions offer similar if not higher pay, and better professional development and support and more career opportunities, than either preschools or LDC centres. As a result, attracting and retaining sufficient teachers in LDC centres, and ECEC services more generally, will be difficult without providing pay and conditions and professional development and support that are equivalent across ECEC and primary school settings.

Existing and projected labour market pressures will make it difficult for the reform goals to be achieved within the specified time periods. Existing workforce strategies that focus on the availability and affordability of training will not be adequate to stimulate supply sufficiently to meet demand — particularly in the short term, and particularly for hard-to-staff positions.

Crucially, to attract a sufficient number of additional qualified workers to preschools and LDC centres to meet the agreed reforms, wages for many workers in these services will need to rise (though in some jurisdictions teachers in preschools are currently appropriately remunerated relative to their primary school counterparts). The cost impact will therefore be a combination of the need to recruit more workers, and the need to pay those workers and the existing workforce more than is currently the case.

While some ECEC services may attract the extra qualified workers they need by paying above-award wages, many will struggle to do so, for a number of reasons.
· Government regulation of staff-to-child ratios and qualification requirements restrict the scope for services to achieve productivity gains and real wage growth.

· Historically, the use of award wages has been common in ECEC settings, creating a culture of remuneration based on awards. Small community organisations find paying award wages simpler than costly enterprise-level bargaining arrangements, performance-based agreements, or both.
· Government funding formulas mean that many ECEC services do not have the ability to increase wages or to pay different rates to different staff without fee increases.
· ECEC workers may feel constrained in asking for pay rises when they have to face parents who will bear the impact of fee increases.
The extent to which wages rise will be moderated by the willingness of regulators to issue exemptions or waivers from the requirements of the National Quality Standard. However, if waivers are commonplace, then the quality objectives of the agreed reforms will not be met.
The family day care workforce

FDC educators’ incomes are directly linked to the number of children in their care. The reforms will change the staff‑to‑child ratio for FDC, reducing the number of children below school age an individual FDC educator can care for in New South Wales, Western Australia, Tasmania and the Northern Territory, which may lead to a reduction in educators’ income. While the reduction in income may be at least partly offset by fee increases, in some cases FDC educators will choose to leave the sector.
Under the National Quality Standard, all FDC educators will be required to hold or be working towards a certificate III qualification, typically a Certificate III in Children’s Services. About 45 per cent of FDC educators do not currently hold this minimum qualification, and some FDC educators will not consider it worthwhile to begin working towards it, instead opting to exit the sector. The provision of flexible and appropriate training options will be required to limit this reduction in supply. A key barrier to qualifications is the conduct of centre-based training for the Certificate III in Children’s Services. The option of in‑home training and assessment needs to be available to FDC workers where centre-based training is hard to facilitate.
FDC educators, though typically self-employed, belong to an FDC scheme. These schemes include a coordination unit that provides administrative support, and in some cases pedagogical support, to educators. Coordination units are usually funded at least partly on a fee‑per‑child basis. To the extent that the implementation of the new standards results in a fall in the number of children per coordination unit, it will lead to a drop in coordination unit income, and reduced demand for FDC coordinators in some jurisdictions.
The outside school hours care workforce

The nature of outside school hours care as a supplementary service to formal schooling means that there is an emphasis on holistic child development through constructive play and socialisation. 
The outside school hours care workforce has higher rates of part-time and casual employment than the rest of the ECEC workforce and lower levels of formal qualifications. Existing employers of outside school hours care workers show a preference for staff that are able to meet flexible working arrangements and bring a variety of skills and experience to outside school hours care programs, rather than staff with children’s services qualifications. Therefore, imposing additional mandatory qualifications should be approached carefully.
Though outside school hours care has been the fastest growing area within ECEC over the past decade, outside school hours care services have to date been able to recruit sufficient staff to meet this increasing demand — at least in part because of a flexible approach to recruitment. The COAG reforms should not impose additional mandatory qualification requirements on outside school hours care services. Such requirements would be likely to create workforce shortages, increase service costs, reduce quality and restrict service supply.
The workforce for family support services

Family support services provide programs that aim to improve the capacity of families to care for their children. Australian, state, territory and local governments all fund a large number of these programs, which differ in their structure and methods. Increasingly some programs are being provided within integrated ECD services, such as children and family centres. Governments will need to direct a larger share of funding for family support programs towards establishing high‑quality evidence about the effectiveness of different programs, in order to obtain the greatest benefit from workers in the family support sector.
The diversity of family support programs requires a diverse workforce with a range of attributes, skills and qualifications. As a result, the workers who deliver family support services are drawn from across the ECEC, nursing, allied health and community services workforces. In addition, volunteers and peer mentors play a significant role in some programs. Conducting robust evaluations of volunteer and peer family support programs, with a view to expanding them should they prove beneficial, is recommended.

The demand for workers to provide family support services is primarily driven by government funding and policy priorities, with individual recruitment decisions largely made by the non-government organisations that typically operate these services.

The supply of workers for family support programs is highly dependent on the employment opportunities available to those workers in their primary area of expertise (for instance, opportunities for social workers to work in other community services). Current funding levels typically only allow for the payment of wages at around award levels, and are inadequate to attract workers from other, more highly paid sectors. As a result, funding for family support services needs to be sufficient to employ workers under market wages and conditions. In addition, program funding, and therefore job tenure, is typically short‑term without surety of renewal. As a result, employment in family support programs is often a less attractive option for potential workers, compared with other sectors. Governments should therefore increase the certainty and duration of funding for family support programs wherever possible.
The child health workforce

Child health services monitor and support the health and development of young children. While Australian child health outcomes are good by international standards and many child health interventions are based on strong evidence, the optimal content and timing of child health visits, and the mix of skills and qualifications in the child health workforce, merits further research.

Child health services are generally, but not exclusively, staffed by nurses with postgraduate qualifications in child and family health. In Victoria, child and family health nurses are also required to be qualified midwives, though in the absence of evidence of better outcomes for children, it is recommended that this requirement not be extended to other jurisdictions — particularly if the most appropriate mix of skills and qualifications for the child health workforce are the subject of further research.
The child health workforce is relatively small. There are about 5800 child and family health nurses in Australia, comprising around 2 per cent of the nursing workforce, and over half of these nurses work part time. As with the rest of the ECD workforce, the child health workforce is overwhelmingly female; less than 4 per cent of child and family health nurses are male.

Though there are shortages of nurses in Australia and worldwide, child and family health nursing is a relatively attractive nursing speciality. Because of this relative attractiveness, the supply of child and family health nurses is likely to increase in response to any increases in government demand for, and funding of, child health services. This suggests that additional incentives to increase the number of child and family health nurses, such as scholarships for postgraduate study, should be tested for their cost effectiveness and only provided if targeted at nurses who would not otherwise have chosen to work in hard‑to‑staff services. Other alternatives, such as improved professional support, should also be considered to help attract and retain child and family health nurses.
Every effort should be made to provide child and family health nurses in as wide a range of locations as possible. Nevertheless, in smaller communities in remote areas the supply of child and family health nurses is unlikely to meet demand. Providing some training in child health to remote area nurses and other existing health workers would improve service provision for children in remote areas. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health workers also play, and should continue to play, a role in delivering child health services to Indigenous children.

Training the early childhood education and care workforce

VET and higher education 

The increase in demand for qualified ECEC workers flowing from the agreed reforms will require a substantial volume of training to be delivered in a short time frame. Appropriate regulatory oversight of both VET and higher education providers is essential to ensure that training quality is maintained, and ideally improved, over this period.

While there are examples of excellence in VET, participants in this study consider that there is unacceptable variability in the quality of ECEC graduates from the VET sector. Participants expressed concerns about poor‑quality training providing students with insufficient support, unreasonably short courses, and inadequate access to practicum experience. While recently introduced reforms to VET regulation show the promise of better outcomes in future, they are yet to be tested and further improvement is required if current and future government expenditure on upgrading the skills of ECEC workers is not to be wasted.

The children’s services qualifications relevant to ECEC, which are set out in the Community Services Training Package, require updating. A review of the qualifications should be conducted by the Community Services and Health Industry Skills Council. This review should be conducted as a priority and should ensure that the training package reflects the changes to the regulatory environment for ECEC embodied in the agreed reforms, contains clearly auditable assessment requirements, and specifies that practical skills be demonstrated in a workplace environment.
A national VET regulator, the Australian Skills Quality Authority, was established on 1 July 2011 (though some VET providers will continue to be regulated by state regulators in Victoria and Western Australia). Without access to sufficient resources these regulators will struggle to develop effective means of ensuring that the improved children’s services qualifications are delivered to an acceptable standard.

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) is an important element of VET. It involves using a student’s existing skills and knowledge as credit towards a VET qualification. It is commonly used by workers seeking to obtain a qualification in their current area of work. There is an inherent tradeoff in RPL — the gains of retaining experienced employees and removing unnecessary training costs need to be balanced against the aim of increasing the quality of the ECEC workforce. The consistent application of RPL has been hampered by the lack of skilled trainers and assessors and a consistent assessment framework. The development of a national RPL assessment tool (proposed by the Australian Government in its 2011‑12 budget) and its use by trained assessors, is likely to promote a more nationally consistent application of RPL.

ECEC reforms will result in a significant and immediate increase in demand for qualified early childhood teachers in most jurisdictions. However, the supply of teachers will be slow to adjust, as a teaching degree takes four years to complete. In addition, the capacity of the university sector to expand is limited by the availability of quality practicum experience for teaching students. To limit the supply challenge with respect to early childhood teachers, the Commission recommends that governments permit 3‑year qualified teachers who are re‑entering the workforce to deliver preschool programs, though with a plan to upgrade to a 4‑year degree.
Professional development and support

Professional development and support augments formal qualifications and assists in the maintenance of ECEC workers’ skills. It is an important means of imparting specialised skills where they are required, distributing knowledge and supporting the career development of ECEC workers.
The Commission considers that in order to gain maximum benefit from the agreed reforms, professional development programs need to be expanded and resourced so that workers are able to access professional development that:
· helps them to implement the new standards and learning frameworks
· assists in the inclusion of children with additional needs

· promotes the development of leadership and management skills

· allows workers in integrated ECD services to work effectively in those services.

Even when governments subsidise the cost of professional development courses, the cost of replacing staff while they attend courses can often impede access to professional development. This is particularly the case in rural and remote areas, where there is potential for increased use of technological solutions as a means of providing professional development opportunities.

There are many ECEC workers from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, and they may need tailored support in order to implement the new standards and early learning framework.
Pedagogical and other leadership in early childhood education and care
Under the agreed reforms, teachers will now need to provide pedagogical leadership (leadership in facilitating children’s learning) to educators. Meeting these demands will place a considerable additional burden on service leaders.
Where voluntary committees currently manage services, it is important that professional management support, which can be delivered through shared administration and management services, is made readily available. This is likely to enable these committees, if they choose to access this management support, to better assist their services’ staff in both management and leadership.

Policy design and funding for effective early childhood education and care services and workforce
The agreed ECEC reforms will result in more staff being employed per child, and more staff will be required to have higher levels of qualifications. As a result, staffing costs for ECEC services will increase, and this increase will need to be paid for by the service through lower surpluses or profits, by staff accepting less than market wages, by parents in the form of higher fees, or by governments, or a combination of these.

Under existing funding arrangements, the majority of the increase in costs for preschools will be borne by governments. As the change in cost to parents will be limited in preschools, the reforms are expected to result in a significant increase in demand for preschool services, and therefore the preschool workforce.
In the case of LDC services, under existing policy settings the increased cost will be shared between governments and parents, with the Australian Government funding up to half of the increase in costs through current childcare subsidy arrangements, the Child Care Benefit and the Child Care Rebate. However, modelling conducted by the Commission for the purpose of this study suggests that, for parents with children in LDC, out‑of‑pocket fees are likely to be higher than they would be without the reforms. This would be expected to lead to some decrease in demand for, and access to, LDC services. In turn, workforce demand in LDC would be expected to be lower than would otherwise have been the case.
Any reduction in access will not be felt evenly — disadvantaged children, who stand to benefit the most from ECEC services, often come from low‑income families, who are more likely to withdraw their children from services as fees rise. Families who use ECEC services are often entitled to government subsidies; however, existing subsidy arrangements deliver disproportionate benefits to relatively well‑off families. A move to alternative child care subsidy arrangements that emphasise targeting, such as those suggested by the Henry Tax Review, has the potential to enhance the impact of the agreed reforms by ensuring disadvantaged children continue to access quality ECEC services. At the same time, changing the structure of the subsidies is likely to deliver cost savings to the Australian Government.
While improving the targeting of existing funding has the potential to improve outcomes for disadvantaged children more generally, Indigenous children and those with additional needs gain greatest benefit from ECEC services structured to meet their specific needs. Governments will need to provide sufficient funding to maintain access to ECEC services for these children, in light of the fact that labour costs will increase due to the agreed ECEC reforms.
Developing the workforce to include children with additional needs in early childhood education and care services

Around 4 per cent of children have chronic physical, intellectual or medical needs and 17 per cent speak languages other than English in the home. The proportion of children with additional needs appears to be increasing, and they are currently underrepresented in ECEC. To increase access for children with additional needs, further support is often required. This can include, for example, employing an additional ‘inclusion support’ worker or obtaining advice about including children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.

Government funding to support access to ECEC services for children with additional needs is currently inadequate. In many cases, the limited funding that is available is provided on a short-term basis, does not fully cover the cost of employing additional support staff, and is onerous to apply for and maintain. This makes it challenging to recruit and retain inclusion support workers, and to access other types of support. It also means that services can only afford to employ unqualified workers to provide inclusion support. Governments must address these deficiencies — by improving policies, increasing funding and enabling inclusion support workers to access training — so that all children with additional needs can attend and benefit from suitable ECEC services. 

While inclusion support workers are often unqualified, many of the qualified workers in mainstream services have little experience or confidence in working with children with additional needs. Equipping both these staff and inclusion support workers with the skills required to deliver effective ECEC services to children with additional needs should be a focus of professional development programs.

Allied health professionals

Children with additional needs require the services of allied health and early intervention professionals to benefit fully from reforms agreed by COAG. A variety of allied health professionals provide ‘early intervention’ services for children with additional needs. Part-time hours, scarce professional support and limited career paths all contribute to shortages of many allied health professionals in ECD services, with particular difficulty recruiting speech pathologists. Services that employ allied health professionals and the governments that fund these services will need to address these issues, so that shortages of allied health professionals can be reduced and the necessary support can be provided to all children with additional needs.

The early childhood education and care workforce for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (Indigenous) children

Indigenous children in Australia often experience considerable disadvantage, and the extent of this disadvantage increases with remoteness. Many Indigenous children enter the first year of formal schooling behind their non‑Indigenous peers in the areas of language and cognitive skills development. In recognition of this, government spending on ECEC for Indigenous children is more than twice that for other children. In addition, both the National Partnership Agreements on Indigenous ECD and on Early Childhood Education involve significant commitments to ECD for all Indigenous children. 
Despite these measures, Indigenous‑focused services often have poorer infrastructure and resources and fewer qualified staff than mainstream services. It is therefore concerning that many ECEC services for Indigenous children will initially be excluded from the National Quality Standard. As a result, as the new standard is applied to mainstream services, the gap between the quality of mainstream services and those for Indigenous children will widen. To avoid this, Indigenous‑focused services should be brought within the scope of the National Quality Standard, with specific timeframes, milestones and budgets. To do otherwise risks entrenching disadvantage, particularly if future reforms are delivered through the Standard.

Governments’ commitments to enhancing preschool for Indigenous children introduce significant additional demand for qualified teachers in Indigenous‑focused ECEC services and in mainstream services attended by Indigenous children. However, securing an adequate number of appropriately skilled workers is already difficult. Many of the issues affecting the mainstream ECEC workforce described above also affect the workforce for Indigenous children, often to a greater extent. There are also significant specific issues affecting the ECEC workforce for Indigenous children, particularly in remote areas. The combination of the challenges of remoteness (box 1) and those specific to ECEC services for Indigenous children have resulted in current demand for ECEC workers for Indigenous children not being met.
In order to meet the commitments made in the above-mentioned National Partnership Agreements, extra priority funding needs to be made available so that Indigenous‑focused services can attract, retain and train staff, and to ensure that additional staffing costs are not passed on to families. Multiple-year funding for Indigenous-focused ECEC services is necessary to provide certainty and workforce planning opportunities.

Do not delete this return as it gives space between the box and what precedes it.
	Box 1
Attracting ECEC workers to rural and remote areas

	It is difficult to recruit and retain sufficient numbers of skilled and experienced early childhood education and care (ECEC) workers in rural and remote areas. This difficulty typically increases with remoteness, and is particularly acute for ECEC teaching positions. If the goals of the agreed reforms are to be met, governments will need to provide sufficient funding to address the challenges that living and working in rural and remote areas bring.

Governments have sought to attract additional workers to rural and remote areas by offering special allowances and other incentives. While such payments appear to increase the supply of ECEC workers in these areas, the magnitude of this increase is unknown, and alternative recruitment and retention strategies are likely to be required.

A possible recruitment strategy is to target local rural and remote residents for training in ECEC. In many sectors, workers who are recruited from, receive training in, or otherwise have experience with rural or remote areas, are more likely to continue working in those areas. Increasing the number of ECEC training opportunities in rural and remote areas would therefore be expected to improve staff recruitment and retention.

The provision of quality housing in some (mainly remote) areas is required to enhance the retention of ECEC workers in these areas. Additional efforts by governments to ensure that all ECEC workers have access to appropriate housing are therefore necessary. Another possible strategy to promote the retention of ECEC workers in isolated rural and remote settings is the establishment and promotion of professional support networks of peers and mentors, both physical and virtual.

	

	


A specialised integrated services early childhood development workforce?

Integrated ECD services are emerging across Australia in various forms, and are designed to provide families with seamless access to multiple services. Integrated services typically provide ECEC, such as LDC or preschool, together with child health or family support services or both, though not necessarily at a single location. The range of services offered and the extent and model of integration varies between services, which allows the services on offer to be tailored to the needs of different communities.
The prevalence of integrated ECD services is growing as policies increasingly favour this mode of service delivery. Numerous integrated ECD services are planned for delivery in the next few years, targeted at areas with significant numbers of disadvantaged children, including many remote areas. The challenges faced in recruiting an appropriately skilled and experienced ECEC, child health and family support services workforce are likely to be exacerbated for these services, as working in these services typically requires additional skills and attributes.

Delivering effective integrated ECD services is challenging, and large scale programs to equip staff to work and lead integrated services have not yet been established. However, skilled cross-disciplinary leadership is essential to ensure effective information sharing between services and collaboration between workers from different disciplines.
This requirement for ‘integrated services skills’ makes staffing of integrated services challenging. It may therefore be necessary for staff to develop ‘integrated services skills’ once they are employed in an integrated service, supported by professional development programs. Professional development requirements will be intensified and require increased resourcing, especially as integrated services are commonly being targeted at disadvantaged families, further raising the skills required of integrated services staff.
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