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Chapter 1 – Contextual information
Australia recognises the importance of the early years through national efforts to improve
participation and access to quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) across the country.
Over the past decade, a series of reforms have built upon each other to provide an effective
system that offers affordable and quality ECEC to all cohorts of children.
Early childhood is a critical period of intense learning and development, which provides the
foundation for cognitive, emotional, social and physical development. Research shows that
children who start school developmentally behind their peers risk a lifetime of disadvantage
(Karoly et al., 2005). The Australian Government (federal) and all state and territory governments
collectively recognise that access to quality ECEC, as well as appropriate support services at the
right stage of learning, can change the trajectory for vulnerable and disadvantaged children and
improve long term educational, health, social and economic outcomes.
ECEC in Australia is not compulsory and is delivered to children through a range of settings
including family day care, long day care and preschool/kindergarten in the year before fulltime
schooling. These predominant service types are:
 long day care service: a centre-based service attended all day or part-time by children
aged birth to six who typically attend on a regular basis.
 preschool: a centre-based service attended by children in their year or two prior to
compulsory schooling, and predominately available during school hours and school
terms. In Australia, most of these children will be three or four year olds. Alternative
terms used for preschool in Australia include kindergarten, pre-preparatory and reception.
The preschool may be part of a school or can be delivered in a long day care setting.
 family day care service: delivered through a network of educators providing education
and care to children from the educator’s home.
In Australia, children must attend school by age six, and many start attending between the ages of
4.5 and 5.5 years. This report is mainly focused on children attending services prior to their entry
into formal school. Excluded from the report are before and after school and school vacation care
services for children in their first years of school.
The Australian ECEC sector:
 in 2020, has nearly 7300 approved providers (licensed bodies) delivering a total of more
than 16,000 ECEC services1 (approximately 4500 of these ECEC services are outside
schools hours care services) (ACECQA, 2020a)
 has approximately 1.38 million children attending ECEC services across the country
(Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020a)
 as of 2018, had an estimated 86.4% of Indigenous children and 91.3% of non-Indigenous
children (Australian Government, 2020b) aged four years old enrolled in ECEC
 comprises 97% centre-based services (generally long day care and preschool, and
includes outside school hours care services) and 3% family day care services (ACECQA,
2020a)
 has a range of service types and operators, including commercial for profit providers, not
for profit non-government organisations, local governments, and school providers2.

In 2020, approximately 13,400 of these 16,000 services are approved for the Australian Government’s Child Care Subsidy based upon
Child Care in Australia report March quarter 2020.
2
Further information on the state of the sector can be found in the NQF Snapshot Q3, 2020.
1
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Figure 1: Number of approved services by jurisdiction and service type (ACECQA, 2020a).
1.1 Stated goals and purposes of ECEC
In 2009, the Investing in the Early Years – A National Early Childhood Development Strategy
was agreed by all Governments through the former Council of Australian Governments (COAG),
to ensure that by 2020, all children have the best start in life to create a better future for
themselves and for the nation. The strategy aims to improve outcomes for all children by building
a better early childhood development system that responds to the needs of young children, in
particular, vulnerable children and their families. This strategy resulted in the Australian
Government along with Australia’s eight state and territory governments agreeing to a partnership
to establish the National Quality Framework (NQF).
Additionally, the Family Assistance Legislation Amendment (Jobs for Families Child Care
Package) Act 2017 (FAL) is the basis for Australian Government child care fee assistance, known
as the Child Care Package, which includes the Child Care Subsidy (CCS) and the Additional
Child Care Subsidy (ACCS). The FAL also provides for the approval of child care providers to
administer child care fee assistance on behalf of families.
The state and territory governments primarily invest in ECEC through funding and subsidies to
ECEC programs and services delivered within their jurisdiction, and funding the regulation of this
sector.
National declaration on education goals
In 2019, Australia’s Council of Education Ministers agreed to a new national declaration on
education goals for all Australians through the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration
(the Declaration). The Declaration builds upon the success and impact of the 2008 Melbourne
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians by setting the national vision for
education and the commitment of Australian governments to improving educational outcomes. At
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the centre of the Declaration is Australia’s vision for a world class education system that
encourages and supports every student to be the best they can be, regardless of where they live or
any learning challenges they may face. The Declaration recognises that supporting every child to
be the best they can be begins with making sure that every young child has the opportunity to
benefit from structured play-based learning before they start school, because this helps build the
social, emotional and cognitive skills they need to succeed in the years to come.
National Quality Framework
The NQF is an evidence based national system for the regulation of ECEC services. The NQF sets
high standards for process and structural quality to improve educational and developmental
outcomes for children prior to compulsory schooling [aged 0-5 years] and school aged children
attending outside school hours care3. The NQF commenced on 1 January 2012, and introduced a
new, nationally consistent quality standard to improve education and care across long day care,
family day care, preschool/kindergarten, and outside school hours care services.
Prior to the introduction of the NQF, responsibility for standards and quality was shared between
state and territory governments and the Australian Government. State and territory regulators
regulated within each jurisdiction through various licensing and enforceable minimum standards.
At the system level, the federal government funded the National Childcare Accreditation Council
(NCAC) to oversee quality assurance of services in receipt of federal subsidies for access and
affordability. Standards and processes varied across jurisdictions, as did regulatory coverage. The
NCAC was replaced in 2012 by a National Authority, the Australian Children’s Education and
Care Quality Authority (ACECQA).
The NQF was developed by all governments with a goal of creating a national quality strategy for
the early years, ensuring a focus on developmental and educational outcomes for, and the health,
safety and wellbeing of, children attending ECEC services. The NQF provides a single
systematic, efficient, and transparent approach to market entry (the National Law has market
entry tests that include a focus on the probity and capability of the service provider), standards,
quality assurance and a shared commitment to continuous quality improvement. A comprehensive
consultation process was undertaken to support the development of the NQF. Major stakeholders
including services, families and academics actively supported the design and implementation of
the NQF. Both the process and structural components of the regulatory framework were informed
by these consultations.
The NQF comprises the:
 Education and Care Services National Law Act 2010 (the National Law)
 Education and Care Services National Regulations 2011 (the National Regulations)
 National Quality Standard (NQS) and supporting assessment and rating process
 national approved learning frameworks.
The NQF provides the eight state and territory regulators with a broad range of powers of entry,
inspection, evidence gathering, enforcement and publication of regulatory activity in relation to
ECEC services. Their broad powers include exchanging information on ECEC providers and their
services with each other, and with the Australian Government.

3

Not in scope of this report.
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The figure below provides an outline of the NQF and its components.

Figure 2: The National Quality Framework diagram (ACECQA, 2018).
National Law and National Regulations
The NQF operates under an applied law system, comprising the National Law and National
Regulations. In effect, the same law is applied in each state and territory, but with some specified
provisions as applicable to the needs of each state or territory.
The National Law and National Regulations detail market entry tests and legally enforceable
obligations and standards for the operation of ECEC services by approved providers. They also
outline the powers and functions of the state and territory regulatory authorities and the National
Authority, ACECQA.
National Quality Standard
While the National Law and National Regulations set the components of structural quality
including requirements for provider and service approvals, educator to child ratios and educator
qualifications, the NQS sets a high national benchmark for the independent assessment and rating
of quality, in ECEC services.
It has seven quality areas deemed most important to the achievement of developmental and
educational outcomes for children. Each of the Quality Areas is made up of two or three
standards, which are high-level outcome statements. These Quality Areas are:
1. educational program and practice
2. children’s health and safety
3. physical environment
4. staffing arrangements
5. relationships with children
6. collaborative partnerships with families and communities
7. governance and leadership.
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Quality Areas 1, 5 and 6 highlight the importance of relationships, educational practice and
positive interactions between educators and children and their families, between educators, and in
children’s peer to peer interactions (process quality). Quality Areas 2 and 3 predominately relate
to the importance of the physical environment (structural quality). However, the NQS
acknowledges the essential interdependence of process and structural quality components – all
components are needed for high quality ECEC services.
The quality assessment and rating process of services is conducted by each state and territory’s
regulatory authority. Services are rated against the NQS to promote continuous quality
improvement and improve knowledge and access to information about service quality to help
families make informed decisions. The rating process is therefore an incentive for service
providers to strive for high quality service delivery at a competitive price and to support informed
parental choice.
The figure below shows the seven Quality Areas, as well as the five overall quality ratings that
can be achieved.

Figure 3: Quality areas and the overall NQS ratings (ACECQA, 2020a).
National Approved Learning Frameworks
There are two national Approved Learning Frameworks (ALFs) under the NQF. ECEC service
providers must base their educational program on an ALF and deliver the program in accordance
with the Framework.
The national ALFs are Belonging, Being and Becoming - The Early Years Learning Framework
(EYLF) which is for children birth to five years and My Time, Our Place - Framework for School
Age Care in Australia (MTOP) which is out of scope of this report as it is for school aged
children. In addition to the national frameworks, states and territories may choose to have a statespecific approved learning framework such as the Victorian Early Years Learning and
Development Framework for children birth to eight years attending Victorian ECEC services.
The EYLF, released in 2009, draws on conclusive international evidence that early childhood is a
vital period in children’s learning and development. Rather than a syllabus, program, curriculum,
or detailed subject content, it guides the educator with principles, practices and learning
outcomes. It is based on children’s agency and play-based learning, recognising the importance of
children’s sense of wellbeing for the development of language skills (including early literacy and
numeracy) and their social, physical and emotional development in the early years. Fundamental
to the EYLF, is the view that all children are connected to family, community, culture and place.
Objectives and guiding principles of the NQF
Underpinning the NQF are the six overriding objectives:
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

ensure the safety, health and wellbeing of children attending ECEC services
improve the educational and developmental outcomes for children attending ECEC
services
promote continuous improvement in the provision of quality ECEC services
establish a system of national integration and shared responsibility between governments
in the administration of the NQF
improve public knowledge, and access to information, about the quality of ECEC services
reduce the regulatory and administrative burden for ECEC services by enabling
information to be shared between the state and territory and federal governments.

The National Law also articulates a set of guiding principles:
 the rights and best interests of the child are paramount
 children are successful, competent and capable learners
 the principles of equity, inclusion and diversity underlie the National Law
 Australia's Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are valued
 the role of parents and families is respected and supported
 best practice is expected in the provision of ECEC services.
Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority
ACECQA, the National Authority, was established to partner with the Australian and state and
territory governments to support the implementation of the NQF. ACECQA works with all
governments to provide guidance, resources and services to support the sector to improve
outcomes for children.
1.2 Policy context for process quality
In 2012, the NQF introduced strong regulation focused on improving process and structural
quality in ECEC settings. This was the first time Australia had implemented a nationally
consistent regulatory framework administered by the states and territories.
The key benefits resulting from a unified NQF are the:
 enhanced focus on quality improvement and articulation of what ‘quality’ looks like
resulting in improved private benefits (unique to each child) and enhanced public
awareness of the value of ECEC for society
 benefits associated with parental workforce participation including increased productivity
and ensuing economic benefits for individuals and the national economy.
Reviews of the system
A key reason for the introduction of the NQF was to drive continuous quality improvement in
services, while enabling parents and carers to have independent information about quality to make
informed decisions about the service to best meet the needs of their children.
The NQF is the subject of regular review by governments to ensure it remains fit for purpose.
Since the introduction of the NQF, there have been two major reviews. Stakeholders provide
feedback and advice on how they see the NQF operating through these reviews, identify any
aspects that need improving, and potential solutions to those issues.
The first review, commencing in 2014, resulted in changes to the National Law and National
Regulations in 2017-18 which clarified expectations, reinforced policy intent, and streamlined
areas of regulation to reduce unnecessary compliance burden.
A second review commenced in 2019 and is ongoing. The 2019 NQF Review is considering the
effectiveness and sustainability of the NQF in light of the continuing evolution of the ECEC
sector, and whether the regulatory framework enables contemporary best practice regulation. It is
expected recommendations from the 2019 NQF Review will be finalised in 2021.
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Also under review are the two national Approved Learning Frameworks, the EYLF and MTOP,
to ensure they continue to be in line with the current ECEC environment, and to better align with
Australian school curriculum requirements.
1.3 Distribution of responsibilities
The Australian Government and state and territory governments work in partnership to implement
the NQF, with national oversight and guidance provided by ACECQA.
Federal government
Through a federated system, nine governments work closely to regulate service providers and
support quality improvement. At the federal level, the Australian Government has responsibility
for supporting the supply and affordability of ECEC through subsidies for families and providing
program support for ECEC services’ providers.
State and territory governments are responsible for preschool delivery. Since 2008, the Australian
Government has provided a funding contribution, of approximately $4.6 billion, to support states
and territories to better enable every child to participate in a quality preschool program for 15
hours a week, or 600 hours a year, in the year before they start school. This funding is provided
through the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education
(UANP).
The Australian Government is responsible for:
 supporting children’s access to ECEC through the Child Care Package by the:
o Child Care Subsidy providing families with financial assistance to help cover the
cost of ECEC and to encourage workforce participation
o Additional Child Care Subsidy, which is a top up payment in addition to the
Child Care Subsidy and provides targeted additional fee assistance to families
and children facing barriers in accessing affordable ECEC
o Community Child Care Fund providing grants to ECEC services to reduce
barriers to accessing child care, particularly in disadvantaged, regional and
remote communities
o Inclusion Support Program, which improves access to ECEC for children with
additional needs through tailored inclusion advice and support and reducing more
challenging inclusion barriers
o funding ACECQA to deliver statutory functions in support of consistent national
implementation of the NQF and to promote quality outcomes for children.
State and territory governments
The eight state and territory government regulatory authorities are typically part of the state or
territory’s government education department or agency.
The regulatory authorities are primarily responsible for the regulation of providers and their
services operating under the NQF, including approving new services, and monitoring and
assessing quality and standards in existing ECEC services. Regulatory authorities also have an
important role to monitor compliance and apply enforcement methods, to ensure approved
providers operate services so that the health, safety and wellbeing of children and their
educational and developmental needs are met. Each regulatory authority takes a risk-based
approach to determining their respective regulatory actions.
The state and territory government responsibilities include:
 market entry tests, and monitoring ongoing provider compliance with licence obligations
 approval and monitoring of each education and care service
 the quality assessment and rating of services
 enforcing minimum standards.
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Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority
ACECQA is responsible for supporting national consistency in the application of the NQF,
providing tools and advice to support regulatory practice, and the independent monitoring,
evaluation and reporting of the national system across all states and territories.
ACECQA has a number of statutory functions including to:
 make determinations with respect to the highest level of quality rating for approved
services, the Excellent rating and
 provide support and training for staff of regulatory authorities, including the training of
authorised officers
 determine the qualifications required to be held by educators, including the assessment of
equivalent qualifications
 educate and inform education and care services, and the community, about the NQF
 undertake research, audit and analysis activities to evaluate and report on the
administration of the NQF
 publish, monitor and review ratings of approved services, which includes the ‘second tier
review’ process.
Intergovernmental forums
Through the Education Council, the nine Ministers for Education work collaboratively to develop
national policies and respond to matters which require national collaboration and coordination.
The Education Council provides a forum through which strategic policy on school education,
ECEC and higher education can be coordinated at the national level and through which
information can be shared, and resources used collaboratively, to address issues of national
significance. The Education Council is primarily supported by a group of senior officials with
responsibility for school education, early childhood and higher education, who meet as the
Australian Education Senior Officials Committee. An Early Childhood Policy Group of senior
officials provides advice to this Committee and Education Council on ECEC matters.
Under the National Law, the Education Council has functions relating to the NQF including:
 oversight of the implementation and administration of the NQF
 promoting uniformity in the application and enforcement of the NQF
 reviewing and setting specific standards for ECEC services
 reviewing and approving the quality assessment and ratings system, learning frameworks
and scope of regulation.
1.4 Monitoring, Accountability and Evaluation
The monitoring and inspection of ECEC services is the responsibility of each regulatory authority
in the respective state or territory where the service is located. ACECQA supports the monitoring
and inspection activity of the eight state and territory regulators through information technology
business systems, promotion of the findings of regulatory activity on national registers,
independent review of some regulatory decisions, and other related regulatory infrastructure.
The mandate of the regulatory authorities’ monitoring and inspection activity encompasses
enforceable standards for structural quality, quality rating decisions, market entry including
fitness and propriety of providers, and complaint and incident investigations. Monitoring and
inspection occur within a risk-based and responsive regulatory framework to ensure the health,
safety and wellbeing of children. Regulators use a range of methods, including service visits and
related interactions:
 in response to intelligence gathering, complaints and other feedback processes
 on a periodic basis for quality assessment and rating purposes, with lower quality rated
services subject to more frequent assessment
 as part of campaigns targeting high risk compliance areas, or types of duty holder
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for educative and information gathering purposes.

Together, these activities seek to assess and influence service provider behaviour, service quality
and regulatory compliance.
Monitoring through quality rating
The National Law empowers state and territory regulatory authorities to conduct quality
assessment and ratings visits to services. There is no legislated frequency for these visits,
although services are typically not rated within at least the first six months of commencing
operations in line with an expectation that it will take some time to establish embedded programs,
policies and practice responsive to the needs of children in new services.
State and territory regulatory authorities quality rate ECEC services as regularly as practicable,
and employ a risk-based framework to determine prioritisation. The risk-based approach, which is
built on the principle of earned autonomy, results in services with a lower rating being rated more
frequently. The very small percentage of services that are rated at the lowest level (Significant
Improvement Required, which involves an assessed significant risk to children) are closely
monitored to ensure that compliance with minimum standards and quality improvement
expectations is occurring.
The quality rating visits determine whether, and at what rating level, an ECEC service meets the
NQS and the underpinning requirements of the NQF in the National Law and National
Regulations. The seven quality areas of the NQS address both structural and process quality
components. The following two quality areas of the NQS most closely measure process quality of
education and care services:
 Quality Area 1 – Educational Program and practice consists of the following standards:
o Standard 1.1 (Program) – The educational program enhances each child’s
learning and development.
o Standard 1.2 (Practice) – Educators facilitate and extend each child’s learning
and development.
o Standard 1.3 (Assessment and planning) – Educators and co-ordinators take a
planned and reflective approach to implementing the program for each child.
 Quality Area 5 – Relationships with children consists of the following standards:
o Standard 5.1 (Relationships between educators and children) – Respectful and
equitable relationships are maintained with each child.
o Standard 5.2 (Relationships between children) – Each child is supported to build
and maintain sensitive and responsive relationships.
The Guide to the NQF provides examples of what an authorised officer might observe, sight and
discuss in relation to these components of the NQS.
The quality assessment and ratings generate information about service quality for service
providers, families and the general public and in turn act as an incentive to providers to improve
the quality of their services.
The quality assessment and rating process involves a site visit, desktop assessment of
documentation of the service’s operations against the NQS, and review of historical compliance
with the National Law. Regulators apply the observe-sight-discuss technique to collect evidence
about service quality and are required to successfully complete training and annual testing to
implement nationally consistent assessments. Implementation of the curriculum is also monitored
and reported on by state and territory regulatory authorities during quality assessment and rating
visits.
Following an assessment and rating visit, a service may be awarded a rating of Exceeding NQS,
Meeting NQS or Working Towards NQS. Where quality issues are identified that pose a
significant risk to the safety, health or wellbeing of children attending a service, a quality rating of
Significant Improvement Required may be given, and will be accompanied by appropriate
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compliance, monitoring and/or educative activity. Compliance action may also be taken where a
rating of Working Towards NQS indicated that the safety, health or wellbeing of children may be
compromised.
If a service achieves the highest rating of Exceeding NQS in each of the seven quality areas, the
provider is eligible to apply for ACECQA’s award of the Excellent rating. The awarding of the
Excellent rating indicates that a service is embracing continuous quality improvement and
practice and is evolving to improve outcomes for children and families at the highest level. It also
recognises providers who are innovative leaders beyond the service and who are raising the bar
on quality. The Excellent rating is awarded for up to three years if the service continues to meet
the requirements. After this time eligible services have the option to re-apply.
A service’s overall quality rating is based on:
 40 elements, which are assessed as Met or Not Met
 15 standards, which are rated on a four point scale (Exceeding4 NQS; Meeting NQS;
Working Towards NQS; Significant Improvement Required)
 seven quality areas, which are rated on the same four point scale.
In the quality assessment and rating process, the regulator will observe practice, have discussions
with educators and service leaders and sight documentation. The evidence collected through these
three processes is triangulated to ensure the rating allocated is an authentic reflection of the
quality of the service at the time. While many structural issues are assessed through sighting
documentation (for example, records of educator qualifications and staffing rosters), evidence of
process quality is generally collected through observation and discussion with service
management and staff, and backed up with documentation (such as reflections on practice and
quality improvement).
For example, the regulator will seek to identify under Quality Area 1 – Educational Program and
Practice, that there is a strong focus on assessing process quality, including through evidence that
educators:




build on children’s interests, strengths, culture and abilities
plan for and evaluate children’s learning
reflect on their pedagogical practice.

Section 3 of the Guide to the NQF provides examples of what an authorised officer might
observe, sight and discuss in relation to these components of the NQS.
The quality rating process provides comparable data indicating the quality of ECEC being
provided across service and provider type, jurisdiction, and geographic and socio-economic status
area in Australia.
The graph below demonstrates the quality improvement of services since 2013. The graph shows
the percentage of services that have been assessed as meeting or above the National Quality
Standard.

4

There are three Exceeding themes that services will need to demonstrate for a standard to be rated Exceeding NQS.
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Graph 1: Proportion of services rated Meeting NQS or above by overall quality rating and quality
area as at 30 October 2020 (ACECQA, 2020a).
Monitoring child development
Within Australia, the assessment of child development at the national level is undertaken through
the Australian Early Development Census (AEDC). The AEDC is a nationwide data collection of
early childhood development at the time children commence their first year of fulltime school.
The AEDC identifies children’s needs to support their optimal development. It is a population
measure of how young children have developed by the time they start their first year of fulltime
school and has been collected every three years since 2009.
The AEDC measures five domains of early childhood development which provide a common
language for early childhood educators to discuss children’s development with families, schools
and communities. These domains are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

physical health and wellbeing
social competence
emotional maturity
language and cognitive skills (school-based)
communication skills and general knowledge.

Since the AEDC results first became available in December 2009, government and community
organisations have been using the data to inform early childhood development policy and
practice. The AEDC can help governments of all levels, ECEC services, schools and communities
to better understand the degree and concentration of developmental vulnerability and the needs of
children in their community. By understanding children’s development, governments, early
childhood educators, schools and communities can examine the ecological or environmental
factors that may be influencing child-development outcomes.
The AEDC provides important information and evidence to help shape the future and wellbeing
of children through well-informed health, education and community policy and planning. The
AEDC provides an opportunity to assess how young children are progressing, inform the
development of policies and programs to improve early childhood development, and help evaluate
long-term strategies. Regular AEDC data collection continues to build a more detailed picture of
children’s development in each community across Australia.
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Responsibility for quality
The National Law places primary responsibility for quality in ECEC on licensed approved
providers. State and territory regulatory authorities have powers to monitor quality levels and
enforce compliance with the National Law. Some service providers are also required to meet
additional quality standards related to funding programs (for example, to receive funding for the
delivery of a preschool program or additional service).
Approved providers are legally responsible for all aspects of the delivery of services they are
licensed to operate, which includes their quality and compliance. Service level managers, known
as ‘nominated supervisors’ under the NQF, have legal responsibility for the day-to-day operations
and regulatory compliance.
Family day care educators and centre-based educators also have responsibility for the immediate
health, safety and wellbeing of children in their care, as well as promoting their development and
learning. The responsibilities and obligations of family day care educators differ from centrebased educators and are outlined in the National Law.
Approved providers are required to designate an educational leader, whose role is to collaborate
with educators and lead the development and implementation of educational programs and the
assessment and planning cycles at the service.
The design of the NQF is such that ultimate responsibility for quality attaches to duty holders
under the National Law responsible for service delivery. There is an expectation that service
leaders embrace a process of continuous quality improvement, and that this is localised to, and
built upon their own, unique context.
Approved providers of ECEC services are required to have a quality improvement plan for each
service that they operate, which includes a self-assessment against the NQS, identifies areas for
improvement and contains a statement of the service philosophy. Service leaders are expected to
undertake an open, honest and critically reflective self-assessment process to inform the
development and revision of the quality improvement plan (which the legislation requires to be
updated at least annually).
Information about the regulatory standards, rating processes and quality improvement is
transparent and publicly available to build a shared understanding of the requirements and
expectations. Resources such as self-assessment tools, quality improvement plan templates,
guides, educational leader resources, information sheets as well as the quality assessment
instrument used in the rating have been developed by ACECQA and are all freely available.
Supporting and promoting quality
There are also programs funded by the state or territory government which support access to
quality ECEC services within their jurisdictions. The following are several examples:






the Early Childhood Education Disability and Inclusion Program in New South Wales
(NSW) provides funding and support to enable children with disability and additional
needs in community preschools to participate in a quality early childhood education
program on the same basis as all children.
The Connect 4 Children program in Queensland supports communities to develop local
solutions for local priorities to help give all children a great start. Communities in
Queensland are developing unique plans to help improve the wellbeing of children from
birth to five years with each plan created locally by the people who are invested in, and
care deeply about the future of that community and its children.
LOOKOUT Early Childhood Program Pilot in Victoria ensures that children in out-ofhome-care access kindergarten. Early Childhood Learning Advisors are appointed to
areas of high need and work with child protection, local government and early childhood
education providers to identify children in the area that require additional assistance to
enrol and participate in quality early childhood education.
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The Australian Government also supports access to quality ECEC on a national level through the
following mechanisms:







Child Care Subsidy
Additional Child Care Subsidy
Community Child Care Fund
Inclusion Support Program
Preschool funding
Funding support for ACECQA.

Additionally, the Australian Government has been funding digital, play-based early learning
initiatives, including the Early Learning Languages Australia (ELLA) program and the Early
Learning STEM Australia (ELSA) pilot since 2014. The ELLA program is the key part of the
Australian Government’s commitment to supporting language study from an early age, by
introducing young children to languages other than English and encouraging language learning in
later years. The ELSA program is an early learning initiative under the Australian Government’s
National Innovation and Science Agenda (NISA) commitment which seeks to increase the
participation of Australian children in STEM education and improve their digital literacy.
ELLA and ELSA are designed to be used by children in the year before formal schooling (4 year
olds), under the guidance of a four-year degree qualified educator in an early learning setting.
Both programs were developed separately in consultation with experts in languages and Science,
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), early childhood education and digital
technology, and are aligned to the EYLF and the Australian Curriculum.
These programs have brought benefits and skill development to the children in these programs.
Tablets are being used as a ‘tool’ for engaging in discovery and learning, generating innovative
approaches to pedagogy. Some of the benefits reported by educators participating in the programs
include:





an increased confidence and agency in using digital technology in facilitating children’s
learning, including generating their own content to complement the apps.
an increase in intentional teaching using the ‘on and off app’ activities which have built
children’s understanding of language and culture, and STEM concepts.
that children have become more confident in using apps for individual use and in groups,
and are using trial and error to solve problems by identifying alternative solutions.
an increased family and community involvement in their children’s learning.

Piloting in diverse settings across preschool service types, geographical local and socio-economic
status was an important marker for success in the national delivery of these programs.
Additionally, strong training and support resources provides educators with the skills and
confidence to successfully integrate the apps into their preschool learning environments.
Monitoring of quality in ECEC services
External quality monitoring occurs through the quality assessment and rating of services against
the NQS. In addition to be given a rating against the NQS which indicates the quality of the
service, service providers receive a report outlining the assessment of their practices and policies
against the NQS and can provide feedback before the quality rating report is finalised.
The quality ratings are published on the national registers and the Starting Blocks and Child Care
Finder websites. Quality ratings can help families choose the right service for their child.
Where a provider disagrees with the rating awarded on the basis of an issue with the process
applied or the evidence collected, they may seek a review of that service’s quality rating. Should
the approved provider still consider that the rating does not accurately reflect quality at the service
at the time of the assessment and rating, they may apply to ACECQA for a second tier ratings
review.
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If compliance issues are identified during a quality assessment and rating visit, ongoing
monitoring is undertaken proportionate with risk.
A small proportion (0.06%) of all quality rated services are rated at the lowest level, Significant
Improvement Required (ACECQA, 2020a). This rating is given to services where a significant
risk to children is identified. These services are closely monitored to ensure that compliance with
minimum standards and quality improvement expectations occur.
In the event that a service does not meet the NQS and the approved provider fails to improve the
quality of that service, the National Law gives state and territory regulatory authorities the power
to stop the service from operating for up to 12 months.
Mechanisms to ensure that monitoring results inform policy
Governance arrangements for the NQF establish the framework in which formal monitoring of
results and outcomes are able to inform policy.
These mechanisms include the reviews of the NQF and the Report on Government Services
(RoGS) – an annual compendium reporting on the equity, effectiveness and efficiency of
government services in Australia, with a specific chapter on early childhood education and care.
Additionally, analysis on the quality of ECEC services and performance against the objectives of
the NQF is regularly reported in a number of publications including the quarterly NQF Snapshot
by ACECQA and the NQF Annual Performance Report.
The NQF Evaluation Framework is in place to measure medium and long term outcomes of the
NQF. Under the National Law, ACECQA reports to all governments in relation to the evaluation
of the NQF. The NQF Evaluation Framework was developed so that governments and their
regulatory agencies have a consistent and agreed way of understanding whether and how the NQF
is meeting its objectives. The Evaluation Framework is based on measuring outcomes for
children, families and the system as a whole, including:
 economic and societal benefits of quality ECEC
 efficiency benefits and cost-effectiveness of a unified national system
 families and communities are more engaged in the NQF and recognise the benefits of
quality ECEC
 providers and educators support children’s safety, health and wellbeing through the
development of quality educational programs and the implementation of a cycle of
continuous quality improvement
 governments and the sector benefit from a more effective regulatory model and reduced
regulatory burden
 families and communities are given increased priority to information about the quality of
ECEC services.
The Evaluation Framework lays the foundation and parameters for ongoing evaluation projects
and exercises that link to the identified objectives of the NQF and:
 builds a shared understanding of what needs to be evaluated and why
 enables governments to measure the return on investment associated with the
implementation of the NQF
 identifies gaps in existing evaluation activities and suggest additional areas for evaluation
 better places governments and ACECQA to contribute to future policy reviews and public
debates about the benefits of regulating education and care services.
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Chapter 2 – Curriculum and pedagogy
2.1 Curriculum design to support process quality
In the ECEC context, curriculum relates to all the interactions, experiences, activities, programs,
routines and events, planned and unplanned, that occur in an environment designed to foster NQF
objectives and principles for children’s education, learning and development.
In the Australian context, curriculum addresses those components of structural and process
quality that have been identified as critical to maximising children’s growth, learning and
development and social and emotional wellbeing.
As noted in Chapter 1, there are two national approved learning frameworks under the NQF, one
of which focusses on children aged birth to five years and up to the period of transition to school,
and the other with a focus on children in outside school hours care settings5.These frameworks
document recognised best-practice principles, practices and outcomes to support and promote
children’s learning. These learning frameworks are approved by a council of education ministers
(Education Council) representing each of Australia’s eight states and territories and the Australian
Government.
In addition to the two nationally approved learning frameworks, there are also state-based
frameworks in use in some jurisdictions. As outlined below, one of these, the Victorian Early
Years Learning and Development Framework (VEYLDF) is also an approved learning framework
under the NQF. The relationship between the national approved learning frameworks and any
state-based frameworks is characterised by a principle whereby a national framework may
complement, supplement or replace individual state and territory frameworks. The exact
relationship is determined by each jurisdiction.
While the learning frameworks are not prescriptive, they are a statutory instrument which requires
service providers to design and deliver their programs in a particular way. Therefore, service
providers must ensure they design an educational program for each child that is based on and
delivered in accordance with the learning frameworks, as well as assess and plan for future
learning and development based on the principles and practices within the frameworks. The
learning frameworks have a focus on outcomes, with flexibility and adaptability that allows
educators and service leaders to deliver their programs in ways that are relevant for each child,
family and the local community context. This in-built flexibility and outcomes focus is a critical
part of the learning frameworks’ design as successful instruments of regulation.
The National Approved Learning Framework - Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years
Learning Framework for Australia
The development of the EYLF was agreed as part of the development of the NQF and the final
version was endorsed in July 2009. At the time of commencement of the EYLF in 2012 under the
NQF, some states and territories had their own equivalent learning or curriculum frameworks in
place. The EYLF was developed in collaboration with the early childhood sector, early childhood
academics, peak sector organisations and the Australian and state and territory governments.
It is a requirement of the National Law that service providers reflect the principles, practices and
learning outcomes of the framework in the design, delivery and assessment of programs for
children. Programs are required to be based on the developmental needs, interests and experiences
of each child, and designed to take into account the individual differences of each child. The
framework guides service managers, educational leaders and educators in their curriculum
decision-making, and assists them in planning, delivering and developing quality programs in
early childhood education and care settings prior to school. The EYLF also builds a shared
understanding of quality programs, principles and practices across the sector, and is the
5

Not in scope of this report.
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framework regulatory authorities use to evaluate, assess and rate the implementation of programs
and practices in a nationally consistent way.
The EYLF provides broad direction for ECEC providers via three inter-related elements:
principles, practice and learning outcomes. The three elements of the EYLF complement each
other and are fundamental to early childhood curriculum decision-making. They also operate
within the document’s overarching themes of ‘belonging, being and becoming’, which emphasise
the interconnectedness of children with family, community and culture and the vital role these
relationships play in fostering learning.
Pedagogical principles
The five principles of the EYLF reflect contemporary theories and research concerning children’s
learning and early childhood pedagogy:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

secure, respectful and reciprocal relationships
partnerships
high expectations and equity
respect for diversity
ongoing learning and reflective practice.

Pedagogical learning outcomes
Within the EYLF, the principles are accompanied by five learning outcomes which are designed
to promote the learning and development of all children so that they:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

have a strong sense of identity
are connected with and contribute to their world
have a strong sense of wellbeing
are confident and involved learners
are effective communicators.

The EYLF describes the main aspects of each learning outcome and lists examples of evidence
that educators may observe in children as they learn, as well as examples of educator
practices/behaviours that promote children’s learning.
The EYLF is not prescriptive about how the outcomes are met. Instead, educators and service
leaders use their professional expertise and their knowledge and understanding of individual
children to plan and implement engaging (generally open–ended) experiences and activities that
promote and support children’s learning and development.
Pedagogical practices
The EYLF describes eight recognised pedagogical practices to assist educators in promoting
children’s early learning and development, providing an explanation of the special benefits of
each. The framework recognises the unique context of each service and allows service providers
and their teams to make service context specific decisions about implementing these practices in
relevant and meaningful ways for the children, families and community.
The pedagogical practices promote children’s learning by:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

holistic approaches
responsiveness to children
learning through play
intentional teaching
learning environments
cultural competence (valuing cultural and social contexts)
continuity of learning and transitions (home, ECEC settings or school)
assessment for learning.
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These pedagogical practices, together with other factors – such as children’s interests, capabilities
and learning preferences – influence and guide each child’s learning, in relation to the above
learning outcomes in the ECEC setting.
Promotion of specific pedagogical practices also occurs through the quality assessment and rating
process for all ECEC services under the NQF. As noted in Chapter 1, ECEC services are assessed
and rated by regulatory authorities against the National Quality Standard (NQS) which comprises
seven quality areas that are important in delivering positive outcomes for children, including
‘educational program and practice’.
The development of strong, respectful relationships both within and outside ECEC settings is
recognised throughout the EYLF as a vital component in childhood learning.
Educator relationships with families are expected under the principle of partnerships and under
the practices of learning environments and continuity of learning and transitions. Relationships
also feature in the NQS, especially at the Exceeding NQS quality rating level. For example, to be
rated Exceeding NQS, a service must demonstrate that practice is shaped by meaningful
engagement with families and/or the community. One way they can do this is by going above and
beyond [Meeting the NQS] in their provision of education and care through their relationships
with children and collaborative partnerships with families and communities, reinforcing these
components of the learning frameworks in specific quality areas.
The EYLF also guides interactions between children and others by supporting children to
resource their own learning through connecting with people, place, technologies and natural and
processed materials, which is identified in the fourth learning outcome6, and also in Quality Area
5 – Relationships with children and Quality Area 6 – Collaborative partnerships with families and
communities of the NQS.
State-based approved learning frameworks
Victorian Early Years Learning and Development Framework (VEYLDF)
The VEYLDF was released in 2009 and has been implemented in Victoria since 2010. It applies
to children aged birth to eight years. It contains the same five nationally agreed outcomes for
children aged birth to five years that appear in the EYLF. It has a unique set of eight practice
principles to guide early childhood professionals. As the VEYLDF has been approved by
Education Council, it is an approved learning framework under the National Law.
A revised VEYLDF was released in 2016, with greater depth in practice principles and in the
learning and development outcomes to support the practice of early childhood professionals
working with children aged from birth to eight years of age. An evaluation of the strategies and
activities to support the implementation of the VEYLDF following the last revision is currently
underway. The final evaluation report is expected to be published from early 2021. Further details
about the VEYLDF are provided in the annex.
Additionally, there are other state-based learning frameworks that do not have the status of an
approved learning framework under the NQF. Further information is included in the annex.
Reflection of individual needs and development of children in curriculum
The approved learning frameworks promote the view of children as successful, capable and
competent co-constructors of their learning from birth. Educators are encouraged to build on
individual children’s current knowledge, strengths, interests, culture and capabilities to promote
each child’s learning and development in line with the learning outcomes identified. This
strengths-based approach empowers educators to tailor the ECEC program to individual children
in developmentally and culturally appropriate way.

6

The fourth learning outcomes in the EYLF is ‘children are confident and involved learners’.
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The principles within the EYLF promote respect for diversity and equal access to and
participation in, early learning and development. Additionally, one of the key practice elements
within the EYLF is responsiveness to children, including reference to their ages or individual
needs. The framework is intended to be adaptable to allow for individual learning and
development, and to support children to lead their own learning.
The learning outcomes of the EYLF apply to all children, relative to their stage of development.
The framework makes clear that educators’ knowledge of individual children and their interests,
strengths and capabilities will guide their professional judgement to ensure that each child is
engaging in a range of experiences across all learning outcomes in ways that optimise their
learning and development.
More specifically, educators are encouraged to promote learning by building on the existing
knowledge, skills, culture, language and understanding of each child and to support children to
develop skills and techniques that will enhance their own capacity for learning, self-expression
and communication. This includes, for example, expressing and communicating by means of
interaction, visual arts, use of technology (where appropriate) and singing/music.
Both approaches - promoting learning based on each child’s abilities and supporting children to
enhance their own capacity - are especially relevant in ensuring that the curriculum reflects, and is
responsive to, a child’s current knowledge, abilities, strengths, interests, ideas and culture.
The ability of educators to effectively implement the EYLF for younger children is also assisted
in Australia by the educator-to-child ratios prescribed by the NQF for ECEC settings and
recognise the critical importance of the period from birth to three in a child’s brain development.
Global trends and local contexts informing curriculum
The EYLF draws on global research and international evidence that early childhood is a critical
period in lifelong learning and development. Contemporary research into children’s brain
development has been influential in shaping thinking in this area. The principles, practices and
learning outcomes in the EYLF reflect recognised pedagogical theory and practice that optimises
children’s early learning.
Guided by the EYLF, educators also reinforce in their daily practice the principles in the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which emphasise the rights of children to
foundational education that:




maximises their ability
respects their family cultural and other identities and languages
recognises their right to play and be active participants in all matters affecting their lives.

By way of example, children’s right to play is clearly reflected in the third and fifth practices7 of
the EYLF, as well as throughout all five learning outcomes.
In the current Australian context, one of the key influences is the national objective of the Closing
the Gap initiative which aims to improve the lives of Indigenous Australians. Since 2008, all
governments have worked together to deliver better health, education and employment outcomes
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and to eliminate the gap between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous Australians. The Closing the Gap Report 2020 outlines progress against targets
set in 2008. On 30 July 2020, a new National Agreement on Closing the Gap was released which
details the new national targets for improving outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people. ECEC has a critical role in delivering this outcome by promoting access to and
participation in early education programs.

The third practice identified in the EYLF is ‘planning and implementing learning through play’ and the fifth is ‘creating physical and
social learning environments that have a positive impact on children’s learning’.
7
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Additionally, with the release of the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (the
Declaration) in December 2019, Australia’s Education Ministers have committed to national
educational goals and actions for the coming decade. In particular, the Declaration recognises that
early childhood education is critical in giving every child the best possible start in life. The
Declaration articulates a shared commitment by all governments to continue to build quality of
and access to early years learning and development in environments that meets the needs of all
families.
Cultural competence is also promoted in the principles, practices and learning of the EYLF
through educators’ cultural competence (practice 6), respect for children and families’ cultural
diversity (principle 4), support for familial and community languages, and build upon culturallyvalued knowledge and learning (for example, refer to learning outcomes 1, 2, 4 and 58, and
Quality Area 6 – Collaborative partnerships with families and communities).
Other ECEC resources are available to support culturally appropriate curriculum design and
implementation planning, including resources that promote the importance of the EYLF in
embedding inclusive and reflective educator behaviours and practices to support Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children’s understanding of ‘belonging, being and becoming’.
In Victoria, the VEYLDF guides early childhood professionals to work together with families in
support of their children, embracing and responding to the cultural and linguistic diversity of the
Victorian community and diverse approaches to child rearing. The revised 2016 VEYLDF
recognises and respects Indigenous Australian cultures and their unique place in the heritage and
future of Victoria and celebrates the wealth of learning and experience that is available within
local communities.
Children’s views in curriculum design
The EYLF promotes the view that educators and children are co-constructors of knowledge and
expressly acknowledges that children are more likely to be confident and involved learners when
their own views are recognised and included within the ECEC setting.
Practices promoted under the EYLF include collaborative learning between children and
educators and encouragement for children to discuss their ideas – which includes building on the
specific knowledge, languages and understanding of each child – as well as reflecting with
children on ‘what and how’ they have learned (learning outcome 4). These practices then inform
educators’ reflection of their own teaching and can result in improvements in educative practice –
allowing educators to move beyond pre-conceived expectations about what children can, and do,
learn (principle 5 and practice 8).
These concepts are further promoted by the NQS which promotes child centred (Element 1.1.2)
and child directed (Element 1.2.3) learning.
Maintaining currency of ECEC curriculum and supporting resources
The information contained within the EYLF is regularly supplemented to further support bestpractice approaches to early childhood teaching and learning. In particular, the Guide to the NQF,
which is regularly revised, provides additional knowledge and resources for the ECEC sector
including educators, state and territory government regulatory authorities, families and the
community about curriculum-decision making, the intended operation of the EYLF and the
benchmarked principles, practices and learning outcomes that are expected to be met at each
ECEC service.
While the approved learning frameworks are well regarded by the sector, they have been in use
for approximately a decade. The need for a review of the ALFs was also identified as a key issue
for stakeholders during consultations on the 2019 NQF Review to ensure the EYLF and the
MTOP are in line with the current ECEC environment, improve national consistency and better
The first, second, fourth and fifth learning outcomes in the EYLF are: ‘children have a strong sense of identify’, ‘children are connected
with and contribute to their world’, ‘children are confident and involved learners’ and ‘children are effective communicators’.
8
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align with Australian curriculum requirements. Starting in 2021, Governments will review and
update the approved learning frameworks to reflect contemporary developments in national and
international practice, strengthen pathways between the two frameworks and consider
perspectives and findings from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Royal
Commissions and the national school’s curriculum review.
To assist Victorian early childhood professionals to deepen their understanding of the five
outcomes and better implement the VEYLDF, the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment
Authority (VCAA) has published a suite of literature reviews. The literature reviews define and
explain the principles for assessing children, as well as describing a range of tools that can be
used in the assessment of learning and development, in relation to each outcome. The content of
each literature informs Practice Guides relating to each of the five outcomes for early childhood
professionals to use in their practice.
2.2 Curriculum implementation
In Australia, 50% of educators working at an ECEC centre-based service must have, or be
actively working towards, an approved vocational diploma-level (or higher, such as degree level)
education and care qualification or have a waiver in place. Additionally, ECEC services are
required to engage, or have part-time access to, early childhood teachers (ECT), based on the
number of children at the service. Learning about, and understanding the EYLF is mandated as
part of the formal qualification process for educators, including ECTs.
Under the National Regulations, service providers must designate an ‘educational leader’ to lead
the development and implementation of educational programs at each service, and build the
capacity of educators, including by challenging and extending their practice and pedagogy. This
educational leader has an influential role, alongside educators, in promoting positive outcomes for
children and families – and they must be suitably qualified and experienced, noting the
educational leader qualifications are not specified in the NQF, typically with extensive knowledge
of the theory and operational practice of an approved learning framework. ACECQA’s
Educational Leader Resource is a useful collection of practical advice, resources, case studies,
research, reflections and references to support new, experienced or future educational leaders, as
well as approved providers.
The ECEC curriculum is also an important component of approved early childhood teacher
programs and vocational education and training that individuals are required to undertake to
become a qualified ECT or other educator. Under the National Law, ACECQA determines and
publishes lists of approved qualifications for three types of educator qualifications under the
NQF:




ECT
diploma level educator
certificate III level educator.

The considerations for an approved ECT program is that it must address these six areas:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

child development and care
teaching pedagogies
education curriculum studies
family and community contexts
history and philosophy of early childhood
early childhood professional practice.
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Centre leaders encouraged and supported
As stated above, each service provider is required to designate an educational leader to lead the
development of educational program and practice including the cycle of planning and review. The
educational leader seeks to achieve optimal learning and developmental outcomes for children by:





supporting and mentoring staff
assisting in interpreting curricula with educators
collaborating with educators to design educational programs
building an environment where educators can work effectively with children and families.

A focus on both process and structural quality is a feature of the NQF. Educational leaders mentor
and support educators to focus on process quality components such as building and maintaining
respectful relationships and partnerships with children and their families. For example, the
structural quality components (educator to child ratios and qualifications) are provided in the
National Law and National Regulations and the process quality components are articulated within
the practices and principles of the EYLF, as well as in the National Law and National
Regulations, which include the NQS.
Additionally, under the NQS in Quality Area 7 – Governance and leadership, educators, coordinators and staff members performance are regularly evaluated and individual plans are in
place to support their learning and development. This focus on high quality governance and
leadership is crucial to service quality.
One example of how service leaders are being supported to lead quality improvement in quality
improvement is the Quality Support Program. The New South Wales (NSW) Department of
Education, through the engagement of ACECQA, offers the providers and management teams of
eligible services in that state an opportunity to access free professional development and support.
The program includes face-to-face visits, online training modules, workshops, telephone support
and other resources to enable educational leaders (in particular) to support educators and other
staff with quality improvement within their own setting.
Another example is Victoria’s Kindergarten Quality Improvement Program which aims to ensure
that services with a kindergarten program that need additional support receive it. This includes
early childhood educations specialists engaged by the Victorian Department of Education and
Training, working directly with services across the state to improve children’s outcomes.
Other state and territory governments also offer programs to support educators and services to
improve quality in a variety of ways.
2.3 Pedagogy
Pedagogical approach9
The EYLF puts children’s learning at the core and comprises three inter-related elements:
principles, practice and learning outcomes. All three elements are fundamental to early childhood
pedagogy and curriculum decision-making. The EYLF acknowledges a range of pedagogical
theories, encouraging early childhood educators to draw upon a range of perspectives in their
work which inform the service approach or philosophy and are relevant for the local context.
Some examples include:
 developmental theories
 socio-cultural theories
 socio-behaviourist theories
 critical theories
 post-structuralist theories.
9

Further information on pedagogical approach aspects of the approved learning framework in Victoria, the VEYLDF, is provided in the
annex.
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The document Educators Belonging, Being and Becoming – Educators’ Guide to the Early Years
Learning Framework for Australia, provides additional practical scenarios and exercises to
support the practices outlined in the EYLF.
Educational leaders and educators are encouraged to use these and other best-practice approaches
via recognised formal early childhood training and qualifications. A range of resources are
available from ACECQA and national, state and territory government websites, as well as peak
sector organisations. In addition, ACECQA produces regular newsletters and information sheets,
which reinforce the importance of ongoing learning and reflective practice (principle 5).
Additionally, providers and their services typically have their own internal or adapted resources to
support service-based pedagogical approaches that align with the broad practices in the EYLF.
Child-centred opportunities and staff-initiated activities
The EYLF emphasises the importance of balancing the following aspects of the curriculum:





planning and the intentional aspects of the curriculum
capitalising on children’s interests, abilities, strengths and cultures
recognising the child as an active citizen within their community, and viewing them in
the context of their family and community
empowering children to lead their learning, make relevant choices and be involved in
decisions that impact on them (as appropriate for their age and abilities).

Educators are expected to adopt different roles with children and use a range of strategies to
support learning, including providing a balance between child-led, child-initiated and educatorsupported learning (practice 3). More specifically, the framework encourages the provision of
opportunities for children to engage independently with tasks to foster a strong sense of identity,
encourage decision-making and broaden learning (learning outcome 1).
The EYLF promotes active learning environments in which children are encouraged to explore
and interact with the environment to make (or construct) meaning and knowledge through their
experiences, social interactions and negotiations with others. In these environments, educators
play a crucial role in encouraging children to discover deeper meanings and make connections
among ideas and between concepts, processes and representations.
Indoor and outdoor learning environments are responsive to both child-centred and educator
initiated use of space in learning. As well, the use of outdoor space fosters an appreciation of the
natural environment, improving children’s opportunities for individual exploration and play-based
learning, and promoting discussions and collaborative learning between children (learning
outcome 4). The National Regulations mandate specific indoor and outdoor space requirements
for ECEC settings to comply with health and safety requirements and to promote process quality
and holistic child development. This is further promoted in the NQS, which requires the
environment to be inclusive, and promote competence, exploration and play based learning
(Standard 3.2 – Use, in Quality Area 3 – Physical environment).
Educators are also encouraged under the EYLF to find opportunities for children to explore and
contribute to their local community and environment, outside the ECEC setting (practice 5 and
learning outcome 410).
Additionally, the Educators’ Guide to the EYLF discusses the importance of reflective practice
for improving the delivery of the framework. The Guide encourages educators to be intentional
and reflect on their actions, and to explore new ideas and approaches to ensure the curriculum is
balanced and meets the needs of all children. For example, when discussing the balance of play
based child-centred opportunities and staff led initiatives, educators should consider how to
In the EYLF, the fifth practice is ‘creating physical and social learning environments that have a positive impact on children’s learning’
and the fourth learning outcome is ‘children are confident and involved learners’.
10
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facilitate learning through play and how to document and assess play, and intentionally provide
uninterrupted and prolonged time to play. While the EYLF does not specify the balance required
between child-centred and staff-led initiatives, the overriding principle is that educators are
responsive to the needs of each child, make connections between children’s play and learning,
and show respect for children’s play choices.
New/innovative approaches to pedagogy
A feature of the NQF is that it is based on structural and process components of quality. Rather
than just meeting minimum standards, the NQF sets the expectation of continual quality
improvement at the service level. The approved learning frameworks support an ongoing cycle of
review and the establishment of reflective practice. The NQF supports a process of service selfassessment and quality improvement supported by the requirement for a quality improvement
plan. Assessment and rating by regulatory authorities give advice on quality improvement and
acknowledge where services are achieving or exceeding the requirements as well as identifying
issues of non-compliance.
The NQF is based on ongoing quality improvement supported by critical reflection and reflective
practice not solely aimed at children but at the overall operation of the service. For example, the
Exceeding NQS theme 2 - practice is informed by critical reflection, is important in supporting
the service’s ongoing quality improvement and acknowledging that critical reflection should
contribute to changes in practice over time.
One way the NQF acknowledges outstanding and innovative practice and programs is through the
award of the Excellent rating by the ACECQA. This rating has been awarded across all service
types and the purpose of the Excellent rating is to:






celebrate excellence in the delivery of education and care
engage and involve families and the community in the profession’s discussion about
quality, and what is important in education and care
learn from and be inspired by examples of highly accomplished practice, innovation
and creativity in education and care
promote and reinforce the value of education and care, and of the people who work in
this sector
recognise providers and educators who are champions of continuous quality
improvement.

The Excellent rating has a focus on the ECEC service being able to deliver innovative and
exceptional practice and programs. These demonstrate leadership and contributes to the
development of the community and wider ECEC sector along with sustained excellent practice
through continuous improvement and comprehensive forward planning.
The NQF is supported by comprehensive guidance that promotes quality improvement, including
through the service level quality rating system. Educators and service leaders are encouraged to
undertake continuing professional development to support improvements in contemporary quality
practice. This is reinforced in the NQS, which sets the expectation that performance is regularly
evaluated and professional development plans are in place for each team member (Quality Area 7
– Governance and leadership).
An innovation implemented under NQF since 2012 is the requirement for providers to nominate
an educational leader role in each service. This pedagogical leader supports and leads the
implementation of the educational program and the cycle of planning. Quality rating data and
recently undertaken qualitative research have identified a positive correlation between the
effective implementation of this role and quality in the educational program11.

11

Information from the Snapshot data and the recent Quality Improvement Research Project both demonstrate an increase in quality ratings
for ‘Quality Area 1 - Educational program and practice’ and the overall quality of the educational program provided since 2012.
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In keeping with the changing times and the increased use in global technology, it is important to
adapt pedagogy to ensure it incorporates contemporary information, research and technologies in
an innovative way. For example, the ability for children to manage electronic media is now a key
component of literacy development and the EYLF encourages educators to provide children with
a range of technologies and to integrate the use of technology into children’s play experiences and
projects (learning outcome 512). For ECEC settings in geographically remote areas this may
present particular challenges, especially when combined with a lack of familial technological
expertise.
Process quality improvement
Quality areas under the NQS that primarily measure process quality have generally been the most
challenging for services to achieve. For example, Quality Area 1 - Educational Program and
Practice - is consistently the most challenging of all quality areas13. To help understand how
service providers can drive quality improvement, ACECQA commissioned research on long day
care services that had improved their overall quality rating, especially in Educational program and
practice (Quality Area 1) and Governance and leadership (Quality Area 7).
The Quality Improvement Research Project was undertaken in November 2019 by Macquarie
University, Queensland University of Technology (Education) and Edith Cowan University in
three phases. It found genuine and sustained quality improvement is the result of the collaborative
effort of service leaders, educational leaders, educators and the service provider. It identified five
priority areas to support and sustain quality improvement:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

role of the approved provider and organisational support
service leadership – including leading the service philosophy and creating a supportive
workplace
role of the educational leader
role of individual educators
NQS assessment and rating tools – including the Quality Improvement Plan and the rating
process.

The research report has been published alongside an information sheet which includes practical
ideas for providers, service leaders, educational leaders and educators to support continuous
quality improvement.
An extensive range of domestic and international research and reports, information sheets,
educational games, videos and posters is also available to assist ECEC settings and educators to
support process quality and assist in delivery of each service’s curriculum. Many are available on
the ACECQA and government websites and are also freely available to services and families.
Children and family involvement in pedagogical provision
The most common way that families communicate their expectations for their children within the
ECEC setting is through direct contact with their child’s educator or other service staff. As
already noted, educators are expected to develop strong, collaborative relationships with families,
that allow for open discussion and mutual understanding.
Under the NQS, the aim of Quality Area 6 is to recognise that collaborative relationships with
families are fundamental to achieving quality outcomes for children and that community
partnerships that are based on active communication, consultation and collaboration are essential.
In Standard 6.1 – Supportive relationships with families, services are expected to maintain
respectful relationships with families and support families in their parenting role.

In the EYLF, the fifth learning outcome is ‘children are effective communicators’.
Data from ‘Figure 3: Proportion of services rated Meeting NQS or above by overall rating and quality area’ in the NQF Snapshot Q1 2020
demonstrates that Quality Areas 1 is consistently rated the lowest of all quality areas.
12
13
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The EYLF expressly identifies and acknowledges families as children’s ‘first and most influential
educators’, and has been designed for use by educators working in partnership with families. The
cooperative and collaborative role of families and communities is promoted throughout the EYLF
as fundamental to children’s wellbeing, sense of identity and capacity for learning.
Promoting the participation of families, the EYLF states: ‘working in partnership with families,
educators use the learning outcomes to guide their planning for children’s learning. To engage
children actively in learning, educators identify children’s strengths and interests, choose
appropriate teaching strategies and design the learning environment. Educators carefully assess
learning to inform further planning.
Most recently, guidance for families regarding their role and how best to support their child’s
experience was provided on ACECQA’s Starting Blocks website. It includes information about
at-home practices that can assist with children’s learning for different age groups, maintaining a
mutual relationship with service staff, and talking to staff about how their child’s interests or
family or cultural values might be included and respected at the service. The site also includes
downloadable resources for families, including translated materials in six commonly used
languages.
The EYLF encourages educators to work in genuine partnership with families, involving them in
decisions that impact on their children. The NQF further supports this by promoting family
involvement in planning programs and quality improvement planning and requiring that
programming and other relevant information is shared with families.
Support for all children
The EYLF promotes a commitment to equity and a belief in all children’s capacities to succeed,
regardless of diverse circumstances and abilities. There is an expectation that educators promote
inclusion and participation of all children, and recognise and respond to barriers to children
achieving educational success.
The EYLF promotes respect for diversity and educators are expected to develop their professional
knowledge and skills, and work in partnership with children, families, communities, other
services and agencies to find equitable and effective ways to ensure that all children have
opportunities to achieve learning outcomes.
The Australian Government’s Inclusion Support Program enables eligible mainstream ECEC
services to improve their capacity and capability to provide quality inclusive practices for all
children, to address access and participation barriers and to support the inclusion of children with
additional needs, with their typically developing peers. It also provides parents or carers of
children with additional needs with access to appropriate and inclusive ECEC services that assist
those parents or carers to increase their participation in work, study and training.
There is also a range of state and territory education support and early intervention programs to
increase inclusion for children with disability to enable greater access and participation in
education and care. While the design of these programs varies to suit the local context, these
programs typically cover high learning support needs, minor capital works and sector capacity
building. A number of these programs has a focus on early interventions that seek to support, and
provide continuity for, children with additional needs as they transition to school.
For example, one of the practice guides published by the VCAA to support the VEYLDF is
Supporting Bilingualism, Multilingualism and Language Learning in the Early Years.
Under the EYLF, educators are encouraged to provide a rich and diverse array of resources that
reflect each child’s social world as a means of aligning the curriculum with pedagogical practice
and children’s individual needs (learning outcome 1). Educators actively support the use and
maintenance of home languages and culture (where supported by the child’s family), in addition
to Standard Australian English (learning outcomes 1 and 5). Additionally, information about the
EYLF is available for families in approximately twenty different languages.
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The Guide to the NQF encourages ECEC services to display and make use of print-based
materials in home languages and English and encourage story-telling and learning about
children’s diverse languages and cultures – as well as providing information about the service for
families in the languages used at the service and within the local community. State and territory
governments also develop a range of resources that are relevant to the cultural and socioeconomic profiles and backgrounds in their communities.
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Chapter 3 – Workforce development
The NQF is underpinned by two important structural components that contribute to high quality
ECEC – minimum educator to child ratios and educator qualification requirements.
To meet and exceed minimum NQF requirements, including the NQS, requires that service
providers employ a highly skilled workforce. There is a growing body of research on the
importance of consistent and language-rich educator child interactions, with evidence that
minimum educator to child ratios and highly qualified educators are associated with higher
quality ECEC (Pascoe and Brennan, 2017).
3.1 Governance and context of workforce development
A fundamental feature of the NQF is the detailed and enforceable obligations for ECEC providers
to retain and develop a suitably qualified workforce. The NQF has progressively raised
qualification requirements, ensuring educators are equipped and can access resources to best
facilitate children’s learning and development. Higher educator qualifications are strongly
associated with improved child outcomes, as educators are better able to involve children,
stimulate positive interactions and use a range of strategies to extend and support their learning
(Manning et al., 2017).
There is also growing evidence linking structural mechanisms in ECEC workforce development
and working conditions to higher quality and consistency of educator-child interactions, as well as
to overall gains in child development, learning and wellbeing (OECD, 2008).
Since its introduction on 1 January 2012, the NQF progressively introduced higher workforce
requirements, most notably through improved educator to child ratios, a requirement to employ an
early childhood teacher (ECT) in all centre-based services, and a requirement that half of
educators must hold or are working towards at least a diploma level (or higher) qualification and
the other half hold or are working towards at least the certificate III level qualification or higher.
Centre-based services with children who are preschool age (five years) or younger must have
access to (may be via remote technology) or attendance of, or employ or engage an ECT. The
ECT requirements are based on the number of children at the service.
In some jurisdictions, educators can be working towards a diploma or certificate III level
qualification to satisfy educator qualification requirements. This approach was adopted in the
development of the NQF, recognising the need for the number of fully qualified educators to
increase over time.
In line with increasing regulatory requirements, positive trends can be identified in the Australian
ECEC workforce profile over recent years. The 2016 Early Childhood Education and Care
National Workforce Census (the Census), the most recent comprehensive workforce census
undertaken (covering all parts of the sector, except preschools/kindergartens), reports that 85% of
early childhood educators hold an early childhood related qualification. This is an increase from
80% in 2013 and 69% in 2010. Almost half (46%) are qualified at diploma level or higher, with
12% qualified at bachelor degree level or above (Australian Government Department of
Education and Training, 2017). It is worth noting that as these figures do not include
preschool/kindergarten14, they appear lower than they otherwise would and do not represent the
true proportion of qualified educators working with children in the years from birth to five years –

Defined as ‘A service that provides an early childhood education program, delivered by a qualified teacher, often but not necessarily on a
sessional basis in a dedicated service. Alternative terms used for preschool in some jurisdictions include kindergarten, pre-preparatory and
reception’ (COAG, 2009).
14
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notably bachelor degree level educators. This is because the staffing profile of
preschools/kindergartens typically includes higher proportions of bachelor degree level educators.
Other noteworthy findings from the Census include:
 the size of the workforce increased by more than 50% between 2013 and 2016
 91% of the workforce are female with a median age of 34 years.
The most recent step‐up in qualification requirements came into effect from 1 January 2020. From
this date long day care services and preschools/kindergartens educating and caring for 60 or more
children are required as a minimum to have a second ECT or other ‘suitably qualified person’ in
attendance.
Despite some positive findings from the 2016 Early Childhood Education and Care National
Workforce Census, challenges remain. For example, enrolments in diploma and certificate III
level qualifications in ECEC decreased by 6% between 2016 and 2017. Commencements and
completions of early childhood initial teacher training degrees both decreased by more than 10%
between 2015 and 2016 (ACECQA, 2018).
In recognition of these challenges, in 2019 the Education Council endorsed the development of a
new children’s education and care national workforce strategy to support the attraction, retention,
sustainability and quality of the early childhood workforce. This strategy which is being
developed as a joint partnership between all governments, the ECEC sector and other key
stakeholders will consider emerging workforce needs including the impact of COVID-19 on the
sector and will be finalised in 2021.
Qualification requirements
The National Law and National Regulations set minimum qualification requirements for ECEC
services. The National Regulations also set minimum educator to child ratios to promote close
relationships and ensure the safety, health and wellbeing of children while attending the service,
including during excursions. The presence of adequate numbers of appropriately qualified and
experienced educators has been consistently linked with quality interactions and positive learning
experiences for children (Manning et al., 2017).
Under the National Law and National Regulations, a provider approval (licence) and service
approval are required to operate an ECEC service. Approved providers are required by law to
nominate a manager for each service and that person shares some legal obligations with the
provider for the day to day operation of the service. The service manager, known as the
nominated supervisor in the National Law, is a formal point of accountability for families of
children that attend the service, and for regulators. Ultimate responsibility for the compliance of
the service is with the approved provider.
The approved provider and service manager for an ECEC service must ensure the service is
meeting the minimum qualification requirements for:
 degree qualified ECTs
 diploma qualified educators
 certificate III qualified educators.
In addition to the minimum qualification requirements, the approved provider and the service
manager have responsibilities under the National Law and Regulations to ensure the service meets
minimum staffing arrangements including:
 a responsible person – appointed to oversee the day-to-day operation of a service
 staff trained in first aid, anaphylaxis and emergency asthma management and aware of
child protection law
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educator to child ratios – minimum number of educators working directly with children
an educational leader – appropriately qualified and experienced educational leader/s to
lead the implementation of the educational program
a family day care co-ordinator – appropriately qualified person to support family day care
educators (only applies to family day care services).

Under the NQF, 50% of educators required to meet the relevant ratios in a centre-based service
working with children preschool age and under, must have, or be actively working towards, at
least an approved diploma level education and care qualification. All other educators required to
meet the relevant ratios at the service must have, or be actively working towards, at least an
approved certificate III level education and care qualification.
The minimum requirement is that centre-based services educating and caring for children
preschool age and under must engage or have access to an ECT based on the number and age of
children at the service. An ECT is required to hold one of the following:
 an approved ECT qualification
 a former approved ECT qualification that was commenced before 1 January 2012
 a qualification that ACECQA has determined to be an equivalent ECT qualification.
Several jurisdictions, and some types of centre-based services have notably higher standards for
educator qualifications that the minimum standards set by the National Law.
ECT registration/accreditation is not a requirement under the NQF. However, it is a requirement
under some state and territory legislation15, and a condition of employment with some employers.
All family day care (FDC) educators must hold or be actively working towards at least an
approved certificate III level ECEC qualification. In, South Australia, a FDC educator must hold
at least an approved certificate III level ECEC qualification. Qualified and experienced coordinators train, support and monitor FDC educators in their ECEC role with children. All FDC
coordinators must hold at least a diploma level ECEC qualification.
ACECQA also determines the qualifications required to be held by educators to be considered an
ECT, diploma or certificate III level qualified educator under the NQF, including the assessment
of equivalent qualifications. To exercise this function, ACECQA has determined a set of
requirements that are used to assess applications from higher education institutions to have their
qualification course published as part of ACECQA’s list of approved qualifications. Individual
educators can also apply to have their qualifications recognised. These applications are typically
from educators holding a relevant qualification from countries outside Australia.
In addition to ECEC qualifications, the National Regulations outline mandatory requirements for
ECEC employers to ensure educators have current first aid qualifications, and training in
anaphylaxis management, emergency asthma management and awareness of child protection law.
Under the National Regulations ACECQA determines and publishes a list of approved first aid
qualifications, anaphylaxis management training and emergency asthma management training.
ACECQA’s requirements set minimum standards for ECT and other educator qualifications,
including educational level, age focus, practicum and curriculum content. The requirements do
not cover qualification design, which is primarily the remit of the relevant Industry Reference
Committee. Any individual graduating from an ECEC course on ACECQA’s list of approved
qualifications is automatically recognised as an approved educator in an NQF ECEC service.
Additionally, any individual whose qualifications are recognised as equivalent receives a

15

The states and territories that require ECT registration/accreditation are New South Wales, South Australia, Victoria and Western
Australia.
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qualification certificate from ACECQA that allows them to work as an approved educator or
teacher in an NQF approved service.
In-service education and training are the responsibility of each ECEC service provider. There are
educational resources and materials available on the Australian and state and territory government
websites, as well as commercially delivered programs, to assist with in-service training and
professional development. Staffing requirements are monitored by state and territory regulatory
authorities, including through compliance visits and the quality rating process – namely, under
Quality Area 4 – Staffing Arrangements and Quality Area 7 – Governance and Leadership.
In a FDC service, an approved provider, person with management or control, nominated
supervisor or person in day-to-day charge of the service must be available to provide advice and
support to FDC educators.
Vocational training
The majority of qualified educators typically have completed vocational education and training
(VET), with most completing the Australian nationally accredited certificate III or diploma level
qualification. These vocational qualifications are developed through an Australian Government
endorsed, collaborative process with the sector, where feedback on improvements direct the
development and review process. This process is overseen by an Industry Reference Committee,
which is a committee made up of leaders from the relevant sector, industry or occupation. Once
endorsed, the qualifications are publicly published in the national training packages. The
Children’s Education and Care Industry Reference Committee is supported by Skills Service
Organisation SkillsIQ.
Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) that wish to deliver approved vocational training
packages must seek approval through ASQA. RTOs are required to comply with ASQA’s quality
standards for training and assessment, the VET Quality Framework, and are periodically audited
to ensure compliance. A number of large ECEC providers are also RTOs and deliver vocational
training packages.
The qualifications packages are competency based, requiring significant demonstration of skills
and knowledge as well as a mandatory work placement within an ECEC service. There is
generally strong collaboration between RTOs and employers, often in the form of formal
partnerships, where employers provide feedback and input into the development of local course
materials and provide regular placement opportunities for students. Students are often supported
to undertake work placement and assessment in their own workplace.
Degree-level training
ECTs are degree qualified teachers who undertake an initial teacher education qualification at a
higher education institution (university). Australian higher education institutions are regulated by
TEQSA and must similarly adhere to a set of quality standards, the Higher Education Standards
Framework.
ACECQA’s guidelines require that approved ECT level qualifications have appropriate
pedagogical focus and professional experience with children aged birth to five, with a preference
for qualifications that span the birth to eight age range.
While there are regulations around the structure of outcomes of courses qualifying individuals to
work as teachers, higher education institutions are largely responsible for developing the content
of their own courses. However, the requirements for ECT initial teacher education qualifications
can vary depending on the employment outcomes of the degree. While some degrees qualify
graduates to work only with children up to and including five year olds, others cover the first
years of schooling, from birth to eight or birth to twelve years old. These dual sector degrees must
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be approved by ACECQA (for work in NQF approved ECEC services) and the state or territory
teacher regulatory authority requirements for work in schools.
The Australian Institute of Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) sets the standards for initial
teacher education for teachers in schools. Degrees that span both the early childhood and school
sector must ensure that early childhood teaching programs meet the requirements of both
ACECQA and the AITSL standards.
Key benefits and challenges for quality arising from pre and in-service training
A key benefit arising from the introduction of national qualifications (and pre-service training) in
2012 is consistency in teaching and educator practice across state and territory boundaries and
between individual services. Additionally, most states and territories now, under the NQF, have
higher qualification requirements than pre-NQF. Workforce mobility has improved, particularly
at vocational levels, noting there are still challenges at the ECT level due to the inconsistent
practice of teacher registration across state and territories.
Educators in ECEC services supervise, educate and care for very young children, including
children with additional needs, and this brings significant responsibilities and high expectations
from families. Pre-service training which fails to equip graduates to meet legislated standards for
children’s health, safety, wellbeing, learning and development puts not only children at risk, but
also the graduates and their employers.
There are a range of educational resources and materials available on Australian, state and
territory government websites, as well as training support programs, to assist with in-service
training and quality improvement.
Many ECEC workforce challenges remain, including difficulties experienced by employers in
attracting and retaining qualified educators and difficulties faced by higher education institutions
in attracting students to ECEC specific programs.
There are also challenges for universities attempting to meet the various ECT qualification and
registration requirements across the country. For example, if you are studying a degree-level
qualification in a jurisdiction that requires ECT registration, the teaching of that qualification has
to meet the standard of the teacher registration body, the ACECQA requirements for the program
to be an approved ECT program, AITSL standards (if applicable); and any specific requirements
of the university.
There are also challenges in relation to VET qualifications across Australia. The national
regulator for VET, ASQA, was established in 2011 in part to better reflect Australia’s federated
system while ensuring nationally approved standards are met. While the establishment of ASQA
has aided in reducing barriers for the national delivery of qualifications, employers remain
concerned about slow qualification development and ongoing quality issues (Commonwealth of
Australia, 2019). Also, the minimum course durations that are set as guidelines are not
consistently adhered to, which can impact the quality of education and training received, in some
cases resulting in insufficient course duration to enable students to gain the competencies
specified in the training package.
Another challenge is the vast nature of the country and the relative isolation and low population
numbers of some communities which means some rural and remote areas face difficulties
accessing quality training providers and trainers to deliver ECEC training packages. Additionally,
there may be increased difficulties for students to meet the assessment conditions of the ECEC
training package, specifically undertaking work placements in regulated ECEC services due to
their remoteness.
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The National Skills Commission 2019 employment projections16, prepared prior to the impact of
COVID-19 on the labour market in Australia, forecasted the ECEC sector would require at least
36,000 additional educators17, including around 7,000 additional early childhood teachers, for the
five years to May 2024. This represents an almost 20% increase for the workforce over five years
(May 2019 – May 2024). Prior to COVID-19, attraction and retention of teachers and other
qualified educators to the sector remained a key issue.
The graphs below demonstrate the forecasted occupational trends in early childhood.

Graph 1: Projected employment growth of ‘child carers’ for the five years to May 2024 (Australian
Government National Skills Commission, 2019).

16

The 2019 employment projections do not take account of any impact caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and are therefore no longer
reflective of current labour market conditions. As such, they should be used, and interpreted, with extreme caution.
17
The Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations refers to early childhood teachers as ‘Early Childhood [Pre‐
primary School] Teacher’ and early childhood educators using the outdated terminology of ‘Child Care Worker’.
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Graph 2: Projected employment growth of ‘child care centre managers’ and ‘early childhood (preprimary) school teachers’ for the five years to May 2024 (Australian Government National Skills
Commission, 2019).
Working conditions
The Australian ECEC sector is diverse and includes a range of different service and provider
types. As such, educator roles and responsibilities can vary. There are also different industrial
instruments which determine the pay and conditions in different services, from the Children’s
Services Award to agreements which align more closely with schools,
A key issue impacting attraction and retention of qualified staff is the disparity between pay and
conditions across education sectors. Unfavourable working conditions can act as a disincentive
for high quality educators and teachers to pursue a career in the sector. These include:
 ECEC delivered outside school settings typically offers lower minimum starting, and
ongoing, salary
 career pathways and progression can be limited
 limited access to mentors and professional development opportunities
 restricted access to professional networks, in particular in small services.
The approved ECEC settings for children under compulsory school-age include centre-based
services (including long-day care and preschool/kindergarten) and FDC services. The hours of
operation, pay and conditions vary across each service and across service types, with long day
care generally having the longest hours of operation – however, this is dependent upon individual
business plans and the requirements of families. Additionally, FDC educators are typically
engaged by the approved provider as contractors, which may alter the nature of their pay and
conditions compared to educators working in centre-based services.
The Fair Work Commission is the independent, national workplace relations tribunal which has
responsibility for setting minimum wages and conditions including those contained in the Children’s
Services Award which covers educators and other staff in the majority of the ECEC sector. Preschools
and kindergartens often have working conditions and pay more aligned with the schools sector and
this can create differentials in conditions across different services and service types.
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The Survey of Employee Earnings and Hours conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in
May 2018 provides the median weekly total cash earnings for fulltime employees in occupations
across Australia. While the average gross weekly earnings for ‘Child Carers’ is above that of the
national minimum wage, it is well below the overall average gross weekly earnings. The average
gross weekly earnings for ‘Child Care Centre Managers’ is also below the national average.
While ECT’s gross weekly wages under the Award are above the national minimum wage, it is
significantly below the minimum starting salary for school teachers (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2018).
3.2 Training to support process quality
A fundamental aspect of the NQF is the quality assessment and rating of all ECEC services
against the NQS. The NQS drives continuous quality improvement and encompasses components
of both structural quality - educator qualifications, educator to child ratios, learning frameworks
and professional development and support - and process quality - interactions between educators
and children.
Process quality that enhances children’s development and learning outcomes is supported through
both pre- and in-service qualifications and professional development. It is expected that educators
will be provided with an environment that enhances children’s learning and development
outcomes including through enabling opportunities for ongoing learning opportunities, positive
educator to child interactions and peer to peer interactions. Process quality can be measured by
observing the early childhood learning environment, specifically through interactions across the
service including educator to child relationships (Manning et al., 2017). Educators are also
expected to enrich their relationships with each child by engaging with family members/carers
and other relevant stakeholders in the sector and the community.
ECTs and educators are supported through work placements or supervised professional
experience as a requirement of initial teacher education. Pre-service teachers develop and
demonstrate their skills in a real-life ECEC environment before formally qualifying as a teacher.
Higher education institutions typically have formal arrangements with local employers to take
professional experience students. Students do not generally complete supervised professional
experience in their own workplace.
The leaders at each service are nominated by the approved provider and ensure they are
appropriately qualified and experienced. Leaders within a service are able to demonstrate
leadership, mentoring and expertise across ECEC and often are experienced educators. The
service supports and enables professional development of its leaders through ongoing professional
development and additional training opportunities.
A service provider that values and proactively supports continuity of staff is better placed to
attract and retain educators, which in turn benefits children and families. This is reflected in
‘Staffing arrangements’ under Quality Area 4 and in ‘Governance and leadership’ under Quality
Area 7 of the NQS, and is further supported by services providing in-service training to their
educators. In Standard 4.2 - Professionalism, the NQS requires that management, educators and
staff are collaborative, respectful and ethical. Standard 7.1 – Leadership also requires the service
to demonstrate effective leadership which builds and promotes a positive organisational culture
and professional learning community.
3.3 Monitoring and evaluation of training needs and programs
Monitoring and evaluation of training needs and programs is a shared responsibility to maintain
and improve workforce quality. ECEC service providers monitor and evaluate training needs,
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several regulators monitor and evaluate programs (and the agencies that deliver them), and there
have been many system wide policy reviews.
As described above, the regulation of qualification delivery, and auditing and assessing higher
education and training providers, are undertaken by ASQA and TEQSA.
ACECQA determines if qualifications meet NQF requirements. Course providers apply to
ACECQA to have their programs assessed and published on the list of approved qualifications.
The application must include:
 a detailed outline of the program, including its length, delivery mode(s), and any
supervised professional experience
 evidence of how the program satisfies ACECQA’s requirements
 other documentary evidence, such as course handbooks and unit outlines, internal
approval and assessment documents, and other relevant policy documents.
ACECQA requires organisations delivering approved courses to renew their approval every five
years. Applications for re-approval are to include evidence of an evaluation of the ECT
qualification since the previous approval. This evaluation should demonstrate the impact of the
program on graduate outcomes and include supporting evidence for any planned program
changes.
Evaluation of training needs
The specific training needs of educators in the sector are regularly assessed by ECEC employers.
It is the responsibility of employers to seek educators with the skills and knowledge, along with
the appropriate qualification(s), applicable to the relevant needs of all children within their
services.
Professional standards and professional development
In addition to general employer obligations, the NQS is an incentive for employers to promote
professional standards and ethical principles and to show how they guide professional conduct in
decision-making and practice. The NQS is backed up by regulation that requires policies and
procedures on service level practice. These documents must be available to service users – for
example, families. Further, one measure of quality under the NQS is how service users’ input has
shaped the design of these documents.
Updating and maintaining ECEC educators’ knowledge and skills is a joint responsibility of
service management and educators. Professional development in the ECEC sector is offered by
peak bodies, RTOs and, in some cases, approved providers offer their own forms of professional
development to their staff. State and territory governments also provide educators with training
and professional development opportunities, including through specific workforce strategies,
mentoring and scholarships to support educators and teachers to participate in professional
development and enhance their careers.
There is a Remote Indigenous Professional Development Package for the Early Years Learning
Framework for Australia designed for use by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educators who
speak English as an additional language and are developing confidence with Standard Australian
English in professional contexts. As well as building practical skills (culturally relevant learning
activities, environments and inclusive practices in partnership with families), the resource is
designed to start discussion and reflection.
Part of the role of the educational leader is to motivate and inspire their peers to pursue excellence
in all aspects of the educational program and practice. The educational leader supports educators
with their practice, compliance and procedure and encourages commitment to ongoing
professional development.
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System reviews
Given the NQF has been in place for less than a decade, training and competency requirements in
the ECEC sector have not changed considerably. However, over the past several years there have
been numerous reviews including:
 the Progressing a national approach to the children's education and care workforce,
Workforce Report November 2019, was published by ACECQA in October 2020
(ACECQA, 2020b). The report summarises research undertake by ACECQA in 2019
which showed that, attracting, developing and retaining a high quality children’s
education and care workforce continues to be a significant challenge across the sector and
strongly supported the development of a jointly designed and owned national workforce
strategy.
 a review of the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), the national policy for
regulated qualifications, in 2019 which focused on ensuring that the AQF continues to
meet the needs of students, employers, education providers and the wider community.
 an independent Review of the Vocational Education and Training sector in 2019 to
examine ways to deliver skilled workers for a stronger economy.
 a Parliamentary inquiry into the Status of the teaching profession in 2018 which
considered opportunities to improve outcomes in a range of areas include attraction,
retention and reducing the burden of additional hours.
 the One Teaching Profession report published in September 2018 focusing on how the
2011 National Framework for Teacher Registration has been implemented and the role of
teacher registration as a driver for teacher quality.
 a consultation on a review of issues relating to unduly short courses and training product
reform in 2018, focusing on concerns raised that unduly short training is preventing
students from gaining the skills and competencies required to the certified as competent
from VET courses.
 a review of the National Vocational Education and Training Regulator Act 2011 in 2018
to determine the legislative capacity of ASQA to efficiently and effectively regulate the
sector, evaluate if ASQA’s functions and powers are consistent with best regulatory
practice and assess the ability of the system to meet industry and student needs.
 the Lifting Our Game – Report of the review to achieve educational excellence in
Australian schools through early childhood interventions published in December 2017,
which identified several interrelated elements that contribute to a quality workforce.
 the Childcare and Early Childhood Learning report released by the Productivity
Commission in 2015 that examined future options for childcare and early childhood
learning, with a focus on developing a system that supports workforce participation and
addresses children’s learning and development needs.
From these reviews, issues canvassed relating to the monitoring and delivery of training, training
contents and competency requirements for educators include:
 pre-service training quality and content
 ongoing professional development of the workforce
 consistency and applicability of workforce registration and professional standards
 how to increase the supply of educators
 professionalisation of the ECEC workforce.
These and other attraction, retention and sustainability workforce issues will be considered during
the development of the new children’s education and care national workforce strategy.
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Annex
State-based learning frameworks
The Queensland Kindergarten Learning Guideline (QKLG)
The Queensland Government and the Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (QCAA)
together published the Queensland Kindergarten Learning Guideline (QKLG) in November 2010.
Following a review, the updated QKLG was published in July 2018 and implemented from 2019.
The QKLG provides advice for planning, documenting and assessing children’s learning and
development, sharing information with parents/carers and, with consent, schools. It is intended to
supplement the EYLF, and is described as translating the EYLF for the first year prior to school in
Queensland. It uses the same structure, containing:
 five principles that mostly correlate to the five principles of the EYLF
 three pedagogical practices, two of which correlate to two of the eight pedagogical practices of
the EYLF, and
 five learning and development areas that correlate exactly to the five learning outcomes.
The QKLG and the EYLF show how progress against the learning and development areas can be
measured along the continua of learning and development. The QKLG maps each EYLF outcome
against the continuum of emerging, exploring and extending, with examples of specific observed
behaviours in each area for each stage of the continuum described.
It also provides guidance for facilitating the transition between kindergarten to school, describing
strategies that educators can use and the transition statements that are prepared by kindergarten
educators for the information of parents/carers and school educators.
The Victorian Early Years Learning and Development Framework
The Department of Education and Training and the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority
(VCAA) together released the VEYLDF in 2009 which has been implemented in Victoria since 2010.
A revised VEYLDF was released in 2016.
The VEYLDF applies to children aged birth to eight years and contains three key elements: the same
five nationally agreed-upon learning and development outcomes for children aged birth to five years
that appear in the EYLF, a unique set of eight practice principles to guide early childhood
professionals’ practice and a section on supporting children’s transitions.
The VEYLDF upholds the image of the child as a rights holder as well as a competent learner. It
acknowledges that every child will take a unique path toward achieving the five learning and
development outcomes and that all children will require different levels of support. The practice
principles require early childhood professionals to gather information, including the views and
perspectives of each child and to use it to inform decision making and ensure that the interests,
abilities and culture of each child and their family is understood and valued. In addition, every child
attending a funded kindergarten program in Victoria will have a transition learning and development
statement prepared prior to them starting school. The statement includes an opportunity for the child’s
voice.
The VEYLDF practice principles promote and encourage the commitment to continuous quality
improvement through the work of educators.
The VEYLDF Practice Principle: Reflective Practice recognises reflecting on and critically evaluating
practice as core to early childhood educator’s work and is linked with continuous improvement.
Central to reflective practice is applying the early years planning cycle which strengthens decisions
made about what is important for children and families within their communities. In addition to the
practice guides described above, the VCAA has also produced the Early Years Planning Cycle

41

Resource for the VEYLDF that illustrates applying the planning cycle to learning plans and
strengthening intentional teaching practices.
The VEYLDF Practice Principle: Integrated Teaching and Learning requires early childhood
professionals to; create environments that provide children with socially mediated learning
opportunities with a range of adults and peers; made decisions about what concepts to introduce to
children and when, what is important for them to know and understand, and how to go about building
on children’s existing knowledge; reflect carefully on when and how to intervene in children’s
learning, making purposeful and deliberate choices about when to observe rather than participate.
The VEYLDF Practice Principle: Partnerships with Families requires early childhood professionals to
listen to each family’s understanding, priorities and perspectives about their child with genuine
interest to inform shared decision-making and promote each child’s learning and development;
establish partnerships where information sharing supports families’ confidence, identifies what
families do well, and recognises the family’s critical importance in their child’s life.
The VEYLDF learning and development outcomes and the Victorian Curriculum Levels F-10 set out
the learning and development goals for all Victorian children. Illustrative Maps are provided to
facilitate joint approaches to planning across early years services and schools and support continuity
of learning between the VEYLDF learning and development outcomes and the first three levels of the
Victorian Curriculum Level F-2.
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