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Executive Summary

Access to a high-quality preschool program is one of the few proven
strategies for lifting outcomes for all children. Evidence shows that two years
of preschool has more impact than one, especially for the children most
likely to be developmentally vulnerable. It is time for Australia to pursue a
national commitment to ensuring all 3 year olds have access to high-quality
early education by offering a second year of preschool.
Every child in Australia deserves the opportunity to reach their potential.
If Australia is to remain globally competitive into the future, it is vital that we invest in programs
that promote opportunity, boost our human capital and close the disadvantage gap.
Currently, nearly a quarter of Australian children arrive at school without the foundational skills
they need.
And we are not doing all that we can to ensure all children have the best possible opportunity to
develop the early cognitive and social emotional skills that set them up for life.
In Australia, a child’s risk of being developmentally vulnerable is closely correlated with their
socio-economic status, meaning that before they have even started school, some children’s
chances are more influenced by where they were born than by their own innate abilities.
These inequalities often increase as children progress through school and if Australia wants to
maximise its human capital, these inequalities need to be addressed.
Australia has laid the groundwork for delivering two years of high-quality, universal preschool
programs.
Currently, two thirds of 3 year olds are already attending early education and care and we have
achieved near-universal enrolment in preschool for 4 year olds.
But the children missing out are the ones who would benefit most from access to a preschool
program, and not all children are receiving the amount of high quality early education needed to
maximise their potential.
There is a clear opportunity here. Moving to two years’ access to a universal preschool program
can be an affordable, achievable and effective way for us to achieve greater and more equitable
outcomes for Australian children.

Why do we need it?
In Australia, children do not start school on an equal footing and it is clear we can do more to
ensure all children meet their potential.
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International academic tests show that educational inequalities are growing in Australia, while
our overall performance is slipping and our high-performers are flat-lining.
Nearly a quarter of children are arriving at school with significant vulnerabilities – in their
knowledge and communication, their social skills and emotional wellbeing, or in their physical
health.
Many more children would benefit from additional opportunities to develop and master the
range of skills that matter for their learning and development.
All children have different talents and strengths. But a child’s risk of experiencing the kinds of
developmental difficulties that impact their educational achievement is directly linked to their
socio-economic status.
These challenges can last a lifetime. But responding to them effectively can benefit all of us.
The more students who thrive at school, who learn to build good relationships with others and
who graduate with the right skills and capabilities to do well in the workforce, the more
prosperous, productive and cohesive our society will be.
Australia is rightly concerned about both its population-wide educational outcomes and the longterm future of children born into intergenerational disadvantage.
Evidence from here and overseas shows that providing access to high-quality 3-year-old
preschool programs lays the foundation for enduring success at school and in a range of
outcomes that matter for future prosperity, including literacy, numeracy and social and emotional
wellbeing.
Australia has more work to do to make sure all children have the opportunity to learn and
develop to their full potential.
Preschool programs that are accessible to all children are one of the best strategies we have to
support children to develop the foundational skills they need to meet their potential and pursue
their talents.
International evidence shows that two years of preschool has more impact than the one year
currently provided in Australia.
Research also points to the importance of high quality early education, delivered by highly skilled
and well supported educators, in order to significantly improve children’s development, and
therefore achieve a return on investment.

What is a preschool program for 3 year olds?
A preschool program (also known as kindergarten) provides an environment in which each child is
guided and supported to develop their skills, capabilities, interests and talents.
Preschool programs are as much about helping children learn to get along with others, to be
creative and collaborative problem solvers, and to understand and talk about their emotions as
they are about supporting the foundations of literacy, numeracy and science.
Skilled educators use teaching strategies that are appropriate for the age of the child.
They extend children’s thinking, encourage them to ask questions, engage them in conversations
about things that excite them, and integrate learning into play and exploration.
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A key difference between a dedicated preschool program and other early learning opportunities
for 3-year-old children is that preschool programs are designed to ensure that all children have
the opportunity to access the amount of early education, at a consistently high level of quality,
that is needed for it to have a large and ongoing impact on their learning and development.
Like antibiotics, if children do not receive an adequate dose of the preschool program they are
not likely to gain the intended benefits.
Families are always children’s first and most important teachers. Preschool programs provide an
additional opportunity to amplify and extend children’s learning in ways that complement
children’s learning at home and in the community.

What are the key issues?
Providing access to two years of preschool programs is one of the best investments governments
can make at a time of economic uncertainty and budget constraint.
Providing access to two years of preschool is an investment in the future.
Two thirds of 3 year olds already access early education and care.
Many of these programs are of a high quality, but overall, the quality of these programs varies.
Children’s attendance patterns also vary significantly. Some children attend for just one day per
week, and others attend full time.
Critically, the third of children who do not have access are likely to be the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged children who would benefit most from the high-quality early learning
opportunities a preschool program provides.
Because two thirds of 3 year olds are already attending early education and care, making sure all
3 year olds have access to a high-quality preschool program is affordable and achievable.
The key issues are making sure:




All children access the right amount and the right level of quality in their preschool programs,
so that they deliver the desired learning and development outcomes; and
We minimise barriers for the children who will benefit most from access to a preschool
program.

How can we do it?
In the past 5 years, Australia introduced and achieved near-universal enrolment in preschool
programs for 4 year olds.
We have the knowledge and capacity we need to extend preschool to 3 year olds, working within
the existing early education and care system and in ways that are both affordable and meet the
needs of families.
Federal, state and territory governments can work together to develop an effective 3-year-old
preschool program and to make sure all children have the best start to a lifetime of learning.
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What next?
The Mitchell Institute recommends that as an immediate and low-cost first step, the Council of
Australian Governments (COAG) agree to commission a scoping study into 3 year preschool
programs.

Key recommendation
COAG should commission a scoping study into universal 3-year-old preschool
programs for Australia. The study should be completed by the end of 2017 and
should identify:
• Delivery gaps and opportunities
• Core process and structural quality elements
• Strategies to address barriers to access for priority cohorts
• Jurisdiction-specific implementation options
• Improvements in data collection needed to track impact
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Introduction

It is time for Australia to pursue a national commitment to ensuring all 3
year olds have access to high-quality early education by offering a second
year of preschool. High-quality preschool is one of the few proven strategies
for lifting outcomes for all children, and evidence shows that two years of
preschool have more impact than one, especially for the children most likely
to be developmentally vulnerable.
Australia is not seeing significant decreases in developmental vulnerability (Australian Early
Development Census 2016), and the school system is not working effectively to narrow the
achievement gaps that are evident in and before the first year of school (Goss & Sonnermann
2016).
Nearly a quarter of Australian children arrive at school without the foundational skills they need
to thrive. A child’s risk of being developmentally vulnerable is closely correlated with their socioeconomic status, meaning that before they have even started school, children’s life chances are
more influenced by where they were born than by their own innate abilities. These inequalities
can increase as children progress through school.
There is increasingly strong evidence that access to two years of high-quality preschool programs
is better than one, with the greatest benefits accruing to the children with the greatest need.
Internationally, many OECD countries are prioritising the provision of two years of high-quality
preschool, and are framing this as a necessary investment in human capital and future
productivity.
This report considers the appropriateness and feasibility of designing and delivering a preschool
program for all 3 year olds within Australia’s existing early education and care system.
Currently, around two thirds of Australian 3 year olds are regularly attending early education and
care settings, a proportion that grows every year, with a small number of 3 year olds already
participating in a preschool program.
This high and growing proportion of 3 year olds already attending early education and care
indicates that establishing a universal 3-year-old preschool program is both affordable and
achievable.
Establishing a universal preschool program for 3 year olds would involve agreeing on a clearly
defined and nationally consistent model for the preschool program. This model would need to
provide a sufficiently high-quality learning environment to ensure improvements in children’s
developmental outcomes and to achieve a shift in outcomes at a population-level. It would also
need to be embedded within the existing early education and care landscape within each state
and territory.
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In the past five years, Australia has achieved near-universal enrolment in preschool in the year
before school (see Appendix A). This significant achievement provides a template for how to
extend access to preschool programs for 3 year olds, to ensure that all 3 year olds receive the
minimum dosage of high-quality early education that will set them up for positive and productive
futures.

The evidence shows the benefits of two years of preschool
The weight of evidence supports the benefits of two years of high-quality preschool programs for
disadvantaged children, with consistent evidence of at least moderate improvements in cognitive
and social and emotional outcomes, with some studies showing sustained impact. The benefits
for children not experiencing disadvantage are less pronounced, but still evident.
Key findings from the evidence base are that:








Starting early and staying in for longer is beneficial for many children – studies from Europe,
the US and UK show consistent benefits from two rather than one year of preschool.
Disadvantaged children benefit the most – a range of studies highlight substantially greater
impacts on cognitive and social and emotional outcomes for more disadvantaged children.
The quality of programs matters – low and medium quality programs deliver very little short
or long-term impacts, but the impact of high quality persists over time.
Preschool programs improve cognitive and social and emotional outcomes – research on
the long-term impacts of preschool highlights the interaction of academic and social and
emotional skills on lifetime education and employment.

International evidence shows that two years of preschool is a key contributor to lifting academic
performance at a national level. Data from international benchmarking assessments show that, in
the countries with near-universal participation in preschool, there is a strong correlation between
more years of pre-primary education and Grade 4 Test Scores.
Underpinning any positive impact for preschool programs is the critical issue of quality
thresholds. Investment in preschool does not yield positive and sustained impacts if quality is low.
This is particularly the case if critical indicators of process quality – responsive interactions
between children and educators that scaffold children’s learning in developmentally appropriate
ways – are not evident.

Australia should provide a preschool program for 3 year olds
Key policy priorities for Australia are reducing the proportion of children who are
developmentally vulnerable in their first year of school; and increasing the proportion of children
who progress well throughout school, and go on to become productive and positive members of
their community.
Implementation of a preschool program for 3 year olds is an efficient and effective strategy for
achieving these policy objectives. Investment in early childhood education and care also has
added benefits of supporting workforce participation by parents (although these benefits are not
considered in detail in this paper).
This report suggests that providing access to a universal 3-year-old preschool program is an
efficient and appropriate investment because:


Working towards a more level playing field in the first year of school, and ensuring all children
have the foundational skills they need to thrive at school, is a critical strategy for improving
academic and eventually workforce participation outcomes.
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Even modest population-level improvements in foundational cognitive and social and
emotional skills are significant, and are a worthy policy objective.
Universal platforms, combined with targeted strategies for priority cohorts, are the most
effective strategy for ensuring all children can access a high-quality preschool program and
for shifting outcomes at a population level.
With nearly two thirds of 3 year olds already in early education and care, and an existing
service delivery platform able to be leveraged, universal 3-year-old preschool programs are
achievable and can be an efficient way of achieving the social and economic outcomes
Australia needs.

Investing in two years of preschool is not a silver bullet, but is an additional key lever for
strengthening the foundational cognitive and social and emotional skills of young children,
especially those most at risk of developmental vulnerability.
The introduction of a universal 3-year-old preschool program in Australia would (provided quality
thresholds are met) contribute to children’s readiness for school and capacity for academic
achievement, with the potential for flow-on impacts on graduation rates, workforce participation,
and physical and mental health. It would also align with international policy directions and help
secure Australia’s global competitiveness (see Appendix B).
Although there is still work to be done to fully embed the existing 4-year-old preschool program
and boost attendance rates, particularly for priority cohorts, there is a clear rationale for moving
towards providing access to two years of a preschool program.

A preschool program for 3 year olds
Preschool is a coherent learning and development-focused program that uses intentional
teaching strategies, appropriate for young children, to guide and enhance each child’s skills and
capacities.
Preschool is also known as kindergarten in some jurisdictions. This report uses the terminology of
‘3-year-old preschool’ and ‘4-year-old preschool’ as shorthand for programs attended one year
before school and two years before school, noting that jurisdictions have different school starting
ages and attendance patterns for preschool and school.
Thanks to the National Quality Agenda (COAG
2009c) and the Early Years Learning Framework
(COAG 2009a), early education and care
settings in Australia are underpinned by
minimum quality standards and provide a
positive learning environment for children.
A preschool program differs from other forms
of early education and care in its focus and
structure. Preschool programs reflect the
contemporary evidence about the types of
environments, activities and relationships that
support children to learn and develop. They
have a clearly defined minimum number of
hours per week and per year (based on the
‘dose’ needed for impact), particular features of
delivery quality that support learning and
development, and a learning program
developed and led by child development
experts.

“Crucial brain development occurs in the
first 5 years of life that lays the foundation
for school readiness.
Essential life skills, competencies, and
behaviours are dependent upon the brain’s
executive function, which controls working
memory, inhibitory control, and mental
flexibility. These competencies make it
possible for children to make plans, ask
questions, predict outcomes, control their
own behaviour, take turns, form
friendships, learn new information, and
consider many different viewpoints.
High-quality early childhood programs
enhance these skills through
developmentally appropriate practices”
Early Childhood Institute (2013)
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In Australia, preschool programs are:









Delivered by skilled and highly qualified early childhood teachers and qualified assistant
educators;
Attended for 15 hours per week, 40 weeks per year or 600 hours per year, the minimum
‘dosage’ for effectiveness;
Delivered in a group setting at a dedicated centre;
A learning-focused program, based on the objectives and approaches outlined in the Early
Years Learning Framework, and tailored to the developmental needs, interests and priorities
of the children and their community; and
Universally available in the year before children start school.

Preschool programs for 4 year olds are subsidised in Australia, but in most cases are not free. The
cost of preschool varies between states; fees are generally charged according to family income
and circumstances.
Introducing a preschool program for 3 year olds (two years before children start school) will
involve defining specific aspects of the delivery necessary to improve children’s learning and
development objectives.
Specifically, this will involve identifying what children ‘receive’ as part of the program (i.e. hours
of attendance or qualifications of the educators) as well as what they ‘do’ while they attend the
program (i.e. the features of the learning program delivered by the educators).
Governments developing a preschool program for 3 year olds will need to consider and
determine these features, including how they differ from preschool programs for 4 year olds, in
order to support children to reach the desired objectives and maximise their outcomes over two
years of preschool program before school.

Design principles for 3-year-old preschool
•

Efficient: An efficient use of limited resources and a clear rationale for public investment.

•

Universal: Consolidating early education and care as a universal platform for all Australian
children, with delivery and investment targeted to those experiencing barriers to access.

•

Evidenced: An evidence-informed approach to strengthening children’s developmental
outcomes, including a life-course lens that takes into account the long-term impacts of
investment in the early years.

•

Practical: Delivery approaches that meet the needs of families and the dual objectives of
strengthening child development outcomes and enabling parental workforce participation.

•

National: Harnessing the benefits of agreed national goals and a consistent approach,
combined with implementation strategies that reflect the unique circumstances of each
jurisdiction.

How would a preschool program for 3 year olds be implemented?
12

It is possible to deliver a universal 3-year-old preschool program by leveraging existing systems
and infrastructure.
Reflecting on the lessons learnt through the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access
for children in the year before school, we suggest that identifying common goals, agreeing to a
clearly defined delivery model, and flexible implementation that works with the diverse early
education and care landscape in each jurisdiction provides a strong template for providing
preschool programs for 3 year olds (Figure 1).
Figure 1: Design and planning considerations for 3-year-old preschool programs

Key to the design of the model is establishing the core features and minimum quality elements
for impact. Evidence on the critical elements of process and structural quality suggests how
existing structures – like the National Quality Standard and Early Years Learning Framework –
provide an appropriate basis to work from.
The report suggests that it is appropriate for the Australian Government, states and territory
governments and families, to share funding responsibility for 3-year-old preschool programs.
Investment priorities include ensuring minimum quality standards and supporting access for
children in families where cost is a barrier. The report outlines a range of potential funding
mechanisms and identifies some of the trade-offs involved in different funding approaches.
A commitment to delivering 3-year-old preschool provides an opportunity to outline a 10-year
plan for designing, implementing, embedding and sustaining universal access to two years of
high-quality preschool for all children.
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Consultation and input from key stakeholders will be critical, particularly for the development of
the workforce strategy and effective initiatives to engage vulnerable cohorts. In addition, it will be
critical to be mindful of the potential for flow-on effects for the broader early education and care
sector. The introduction of a dedicated preschool program for 3 year olds should be designed in a
way that strengthens the early education sector, particularly for Long Day Care and community
based sessional preschool services.

Structure of the report
This report sets out key considerations for the design and delivery of 3-year-old preschool
programs in Australia. Given a large and growing proportion of 3 year olds are already in early
education and care and Australia’s track record in delivering 4-year-old preschool, developing a
national 3-year-old preschool program is both desirable and feasible.
Part 1 synthesises the evidence on the potential impact of two years of preschool, highlights
research findings on the quality features that are necessary for impact, draws together data on
the current participation of Australian 3 year olds in early education and care, and provides an
overview of relevant national and jurisdictional policy and funding settings.
Part 2 considers the relative benefits of universal and targeted preschool provision and makes the
case that universal preschool is the most appropriate delivery mechanism for Australia. It teases
out the key lessons from the collaborative approach that underpinned the success of delivering
universal 4-year-old preschool, highlights a range of important design considerations for 3-yearold preschool, and identifies key decisions and processes for design, implementation and funding.
Part 1: Evidence and Data




What do we know about preschool for 3 year olds: A review of the international evidence on
impact and dose, duration and quality thresholds
What we do know about 3 year olds accessing early education and care in Australia: A
synthesis of available data on the participation rates of 3 year olds, current policy and
delivery of 3-year-old preschool programs nationally, and analysis of barriers to accessing
preschool programs.

Part 2: Design and Delivery








What is the best investment – universal or targeted: An exploration of the strengths and
limitations of universal versus targeted delivery.
Design of a 3-year-old preschool program: An overview of key considerations related to
structural and process quality.
Implementation considerations: An outline of key issues in relation to designing, planning,
implementing, embedding and sustaining two years of universal preschool.
Funding considerations: An overview of potential funding mechanisms, noting trade-offs
around costs to government, costs to families, equity, and ease of implementation.

Next steps
The evidence suggests that providing at least two years of preschool is an additional, and
currently under-utilised, lever for lifting Australia’s educational performance and long-term
productivity.
There is a clear opportunity to leverage high current participation rates by 3 year olds and existing
investment in early childhood education and care to deliver a universal preschool program for 3year-old children.
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The Mitchell Institute recommends that as an immediate and low-cost first step, the Council of
Australian Governments (COAG) agree to commission a scoping study into 3-year-old preschool
programs.
The scoping study should identify:










Delivery gaps and opportunities, to provide more granular data and information about the
scale and focus of the implementation challenge. In particular:
•

Data on current participation rates and hours of attendance, at national, state and
regional levels, including participation profiles of priority cohorts.

•

Capacity (vacancies) in the existing service systems and identifying areas where there are
few or no vacancies.

•

A review of workforce capacity and development needs.

Necessary process and structural elements of the preschool program, using the parameters
identified in this paper as a starting point.
Effective strategies to improve participation in preschool programs, particularly addressing
financial and non-financial barriers to access for priority cohorts.
Jurisdiction-specific implementation options, to inform decisions about optimal pathways
forward and identify opportunities to leverage existing investments and costs.
Improvements in data collection necessary to enable ongoing monitoring of the impact of
this policy.

With the current national partnership due to expire at the end of 2017, it would be desirable for
this work to be commissioned by the end of 2016 for completion and publication within 12
months.

Key recommendation
COAG should commission a scoping study into universal 3-year-old preschool
programs for Australia. The study should be completed by the end of 2017 and
should identify:
• Delivery gaps and opportunities
• Core process and structural quality elements
• Strategies to address barriers to access for priority cohorts
• Jurisdiction-specific implementation options
• Improvements in data collection needed to track impact
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What do we know about early
education for 3 year olds?

High-quality early education is a key strategy for strengthening the cognitive
and social and emotional development of young children and for reducing
achievement gaps driven by socio-economic differences. Preschool is one
important way that we can help ensure that children’s success at school is
determined by their own talents, capabilities and interests, rather than their
socio-economic status.
Decisions about investment in early education should be grounded in evidence. The overarching
finding of international research is that two years of quality early education yields moderate and
sustained impacts on achievement, with the largest impact on the most disadvantaged children.
Key findings from the evidence base are that:








Starting early and staying in for longer is beneficial for many children – studies from Europe,
the US and UK show modest but consistent benefits from two rather than one year of
preschool.
Disadvantaged children benefit the most – a range of studies highlight substantially greater
impacts on cognitive, social and emotional outcomes for more disadvantaged children.
The quality of programs matters – low and medium quality programs deliver very little short
or long-term impacts.
Preschool improves cognitive, social and emotional outcomes – research on the long-term
impacts of preschool highlights the interaction of academic and social and emotional skills on
lifetime education and employment.

Preschool programs are one of few proven strategies to strengthen cognitive and social
competencies, and to ensure all children have the skills they need to engage effectively in
learning, and with their peers, when they start school (McClelland et al. 2007). Bierman et al.
(2014, p. 140) note that:
“School readiness delays are evident in the cognitive skills that underlie emergent
literacy, such as vocabulary, phonological awareness, and print knowledge; and also
in the social competencies and self-regulation skills needed for school success,
including the capacity to focus attention, comply with rules, inhibit aggression, and
sustain positive relationships with teachers and peers.”
Preschool programs give all children the opportunity to develop these foundational cognitive,
social and emotional skills, and are highly effective in reducing the impact of socio-economic
factors on children’s outcomes in the first year of school and across the life course (Yoshikawa et
al. 2013).
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Research shows that “all children in a classroom tend to
learn more during a given year if the average skill level
in the classroom at the year’s start is higher” (Bartik
2014, p. 56). Preschool can reduce the stark variability
in cognitive, social and emotional skills evident in the
first year of school – variability that is often due more to
socio-economic status and its impact on early life
experiences than to innate differences in capability.

“Early education has substantial and
sustained impacts on children’s
learning, development and wellbeing.
It is a key strategy for mitigating the
socio-economic gradient that so
strongly influences children’s progress
at school and their trajectories over
their lives”

The overall improvement in attainment in classrooms
where a smaller proportion of children experience
developmental vulnerabilities is likely to come both
from peer effects, the influence children have on each
other’s learning, as well as from the enhanced capacity
of the teacher to direct adequate time and resources to
the students who require additional assistance (Burke &
Sass 2011; Henry & Rickman 2007; Neidell & Waldfogel 2010).

O'Connell et al. (2016)

Preschool also provides a dose of developmental enrichment during a critical window in
children’s development:
“Pre-K services at ages three and four target an age range that is a ‘sweet spot’: the
child’s brain is still malleable enough for modest interventions to have large long-run
effects, but the child is old enough [to be] ready to learn in larger groups that are
cost-effective to run. From a benefit-cost perspective, ages three and four offer the
largest returns for a child’s development per dollar spent” (Bartik 2014, p. 50). 1
Due to the rate at which their brains grow and the timing of key skill-development processes (like
learning communication or self-regulation), children’s experiences in their first five years have
lifelong impacts. High-quality preschool provides developmental and learning opportunities that
maximise the impact of this important window.
Preschool complements and extends children’s learning at home. It has a particularly strong
impact for children who have not experienced a positive home learning environment, but also
provides learning opportunities that are not always readily attainable in a home context –
including building relationships with educators and learning to cooperate with peers in a group
environment. Preschool programs give children opportunities to practice and achieve mastery of
critical skills (cognitive, physical and social), with skilled educators scaffolding their learning to
stretch and extend areas of strength, and provide additional opportunities and support where it is
needed, all within a play-based environment that encourages children to enjoy learning. This
individualised and developmentally appropriate approach, which underpins early years’
pedagogy, indicates how preschool can have positive impact for advantaged and disadvantaged
children.
The intent of this strategic overview of the literature on 3-year-old preschool is to identify:


Whether there is sufficient evidence to warrant investment in two years of preschool;

Bartik argues that interventions targeted at younger children – including sustained nurse home visiting
and parenting programs – also improve long-term outcomes, but because they are more effective for lowincome families (and have higher per-child costs), they are most appropriate as targeted rather than
universal interventions. As such, he suggests that a sensible proposal would be universal pre-K, along with
income-targeted developmental programs, like nurse home visiting (Bartik 2014, pp. 49-51).
1
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The cohorts of children most likely to benefit from 3-year-old preschool and whether a
universal or targeted implementation strategy is indicated; and
The evidence for specific design features of a preschool program necessary for impact.

Disentangling the relative impacts of duration (one year or two), dosage (number of hours per
week), and quality (specific elements of structure and process quality) is a significant research
challenge. These factors must also be understood in relation to the impact of broader influences,
such as family engagement in learning, socio-economic conditions, and the quality of schools that
children later attend, all of which independently impact children’s developmental outcomes.
As such, the evidence base does not yet provide exact answers to all of the key issues relevant to
policy-makers (see Appendix C for a discussion of the state of the evidence base). However, this
report considers the collective weight of the evidence to draw conclusions about specific policy
parameters important for the design of preschool programs.
It is also important to note that the evidence for preschool is stronger than for most social or
educational interventions. As Bartik (2014) notes, there is more evidence for the impact for
preschool than there is for specific years of school education. For example, there is no research
that shows children do better by attending third grade over staying home because there is no
‘control group’ available to compare outcomes. There is a much more comprehensive and highquality evidence base for preschool, and as such, we are better able to isolate the specific impact
of each year of preschool on a range of long-term outcomes.
This review highlights key studies and research findings on the critical issues related to the
introduction of 3-year-old preschool programs. These are the impact of:


Starting age and program duration;



Dose (hours per week);



High-quality programs;



Educator skills and qualifications; and



Curriculum and pedagogy.

The literature review focuses on the impact of two rather than one year of preschool. There are a
number of comprehensive reviews of the impact of early childhood education and care and
preschool programs more broadly (Camilli et al. 2010; Kay & Pennucci 2014a, 2014b; Melhuish et
al. 2015; van Huizen & Plantenga 2012).

The impact of starting age and program duration
Starting preschool at age 3 and attending for two years appears to have the greatest impact on
child outcomes. For disadvantaged children in particular, one year of preschool does not appear
to be adequate for closing achievement gaps that are already present at age 4, although starting
before age 3 does not appear to yield significant additional benefits for all children.
Jenkins, JM et al. (2016) note that the effect of the first year of preschool is generally greater in
magnitude than the second year, suggesting that while two years has greater impact than one
year, the impact is not simply doubled.
The most recent review of US data on the impact of starting age and duration of preschool
programs (on mostly low-income children) concluded:
“Perhaps the most striking pattern of findings that we have identified in this review of
the research on dosage of young children’s exposure to early care and education is
the increase in positive outcomes (and in some studies, decrease in negative
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outcomes) when children attend high-quality early care and education program for
more time. The pattern of findings is identified in studies focusing on concurrent
participation as well as cumulative participation, in both large national studies and in
studies with smaller local samples, and is noted for both cognitive and socialemotional outcomes. In recent research, more sustained exposure to high-quality
care has been found to narrow the gap on measures of achievement between low
income and higher income children” (Zaslow et al. 2010, p. 18).
Studies on the long-term impacts of preschool highlight both the importance and the interaction
between the cognitive and social-emotional elements of preschool programs, both of which serve
as mechanisms through which high-quality preschool produces better life outcomes (Broekhuizen
et al. 2016; Heckman, Stixrud & Urzua 2006; Kautz et al. 2014).
The landmark Perry Preschool project, for instance, had only moderate impacts on cognitive
outcomes, but significantly higher general educational and life outcomes, including higher high
school graduation rates and employment status and less criminal history (Broekhuizen et al. 2016)
One of the most relevant sources of evidence about universal preschool programs for 3 year olds
is the largest and most reported longitudinal study of pre-schoolers - the UK’s Effective Provision
of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project. This landmark study followed nearly 3000 children from a
range of socio-economic backgrounds from 1997 until 2013, and included a comparison control
group of non-preschool participants. The findings have shown positive short and long-term
impacts of preschool, including academic and social and emotional competencies, with the
greatest impacts seen for children who attended high-quality early education for at least two
years. Key findings of the longitudinal follow up, examining outcomes at age 16, are that:




Students who had attended between 2 and 3 years of preschool (either part-time or full-time)
obtained higher total final exam scores (effect size 0.38), better grades in English (effect size
0.28) and in maths (effect size 0.30), and were entered for exams in more subjects (effect size
0.24) than those who had not attended any pre-school (Sammons, Sylva, Melhuish, Siraj,
Taggart, Toth, et al. 2014).
Students of low qualified parents who had attended a high-quality preschool obtained
significantly better grades in English (effect size 0.35) and in maths (effect size 0.25) than
students of low qualified parents who had not attended any pre-school (Sammons, Sylva,
Melhuish, Siraj, Taggart, Toth, et al. 2014).

Consistent with other research, the EPPE study found that all children benefited from two years
of attendance at preschool, with children from low socio-economic status families benefiting the
most. The box below provides more details of the study and the relevant key findings.
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Key findings from the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE)
Study on starting age and duration
• Duration of attendance is important - an earlier start (under age 3 years) is related to
better intellectual development and being more sociable with other children.
• At the start of school, duration of attendance at preschool was related to better
development for language, pre-reading, early number concepts and non-verbal reasoning.
Longer duration also improved independence, concentration and sociability.
• At age 14 there was no effect detected for the duration of attendance, but attending any
preschool had positive impacts on pro-social behaviours.
• At age 16, students who spent longer in preschool (between two or three years) obtained:
o

higher total scores in secondary exams (effect size=0.38),

o

better grades in English (ES=0.28) and in maths (effect size =0.30), and

o

participating in more subjects/exams in secondary (effect size =0.24).

• High-quality preschool was a predictor of social and emotional outcomes at age 16, with
small but consistent effects on for self-regulation (effect size =-0.14), pro-social behaviour
(effect size =0.16) and hyperactivity (effect size =-0.20).
• Upper-secondary pathways were also predicted by longer duration in preschool:
o

Students who had attended between two and three years of preschool were three
times more likely to take a higher academic route than students who had not
attended a preschool.

o

Attending a preschool for longer time also reduced the likelihood of following a
lower academic or vocational route by half.

• Higher-quality early education had a more significant impact on all key measures, with
educational aspects of quality having the most consistent impact on academic attainment.
Sammons, Sylva, Melhuish, Siraj, Taggart, Smees, et al. (2014); Sammons, Sylva, Melhuish,
Siraj, Taggart, Toth, et al. (2014); Sylva et al. (2004a); Taggart et al. (2015)

The Abbott Pre-K preschool program, a high-quality program delivered to around a quarter of
children in New Jersey, also found that two years of preschool, starting at age 3, had larger
persistent effects on achievement than one year (Figure 2) The program is targeted at districts
with high levels of poverty but is delivered universally, with around 80 per cent of all children
within those districts enrolled. The longitudinal evaluation found “effects on achievement and
school success are larger than has been found for less well-funded programs with weaker
standards,” with the strong impacts attributed to the provision of support for professional
learning and continuous quality improvement mechanisms (Barnett et al. 2013, p. 19).
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Figure 2: Abbott Pre-K Effects by years of attendance (Barnett et al. 2013)
0.4
0.35
0.3

Effect size

0.25
0.2
0.15
0.1
0.05
0

Language 4th
Grade

Language 5th
Grade

Math 4th Grade

1 year of preschool

Math 5th Grade

Science 4th Grade

2 years of preschool

A recent and rigorous longitudinal evaluation of 5000 children participating in Educare, a highquality early education program that targets low-income families in the US and runs from birth to
age 5, found that more time in the program was associated with improved language outcomes in
particular.
The impact of socio-economic disadvantage on children’s development starts early. Educare
found that children entering the program at age 3 were already measuring below the national
average on language scores and exhibiting more behavioural problems. However, the program
had the greatest impact on children who entered at age 3 and received two years of preschool,
with effect sizes of 0.47 and 0.26 (for bilingual and English-speaking children) for children
receiving preschool at age 3 and age 4 (Yazejian et al. 2015).
The study also found that very early entry into the program (at age 1-2) was associated with
higher behavioural issues, although these diminished the longer children spent in the program,
and “by the time children left Educare for kindergarten, initiative and self-control ratings were
somewhat above average” (Yazejian et al. 2015). The authors conclude:
“The findings from the current study add to the growing body of literature that
suggests that one year of programming at age 4 may not be sufficient for many
children from low-income families. In the current study, while these children entered
scoring at much lower levels and made gains during their single year in EEC, they
remained on average at least a fifth of standard deviation below children who
experienced greater program duration” (Yazejian et al. 2015).
Individual studies are supported by meta-analyses that confirm consistent small to medium
positive impacts on children’s development (Magnuson, KA et al. 2016; Melhuish et al. 2015). A
2003 meta-analysis of 34 studies with at least one longer-term follow up found that “effect sizes
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varied according to number of years of intervention and when the intervention started, with
larger effects for programs that started earlier and involved more years of intervention” (Zaslow
et al. 2010).
The meta-analysis found that these effects persisted at least into secondary school:




For cognitive outcomes, moderate effect sizes during preschool (0.52) were still observed at
grade 8 (0.30).
While effect sizes for social-emotional outcomes were smaller during the preschool period
(0.27), effects were still detected at the end of high school (0.33) (Zaslow et al. 2010).

A 2009 meta-analysis and secondary data analysis of five major US datasets (focused specifically
on effects for mostly low-income children) also found significantly stronger effects when children
entered a preschool program at younger ages (Burchinal et al. 2009; Zaslow et al. 2010). Similarly,
Nores and Barnett (2010) found that programs lasting one to three years had average effect sizes
of 0.3, compared with 0.2 for programs lasting less than one year.
These findings are borne out by analysis of the impact of preschool education on international
benchmarking assessments, the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS),
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), and the Programme of International
Student Assessment (PISA). These results show that in the countries with near-universal
participation in early education and care (>70 per cent) there is a strong correlation between preprimary education and test scores (Figure 3, 4 and 5) (Mostafa & Green 2012; Mullis, Martin, Foy
& Arora 2012; Mullis, Martin, Foy & Drucker 2012; OECD 2010, 2011).
Mullis, Martin, Foy and Arora (2012, p. 12) explain that in TIMSS, for example:
“Although attendance in preprimary education differed dramatically from country to
country, on average, the fourth grade students with at least three years of
preprimary education (43%), or even more than one year (33%), had higher average
achievement than their counterparts with only one year or less of preprimary
education. Most notably, the 13 percent of students, on average, that did not attend
preschool had much lower average mathematics achievement.”
Similarly, analysis of PISA results shows that “after controlling for social background, attending
more than one year of [preschool] was associated, on average across the OECD, with a 33 point
gain in test scores at 15 years. In all countries, children who participated for more than a year in
[preschool] got, on average, higher scores at 15 than those who did not” (Mostafa & Green 2012,
p. 4).
There also appears to be a connection between universal
access to preschool and the scale of the impact of preschool
on average scores. In countries with a higher proportion of
their population enrolled in preschool (i.e. those closest to
universal participation, and thus with the smaller proportion
of disadvantaged children missing out), there is a bigger gap
in scores between those who attended preschool and those
who didn’t (Figures 4 and 5). The biggest impacts are seen in
the countries with the highest proportion of students
attending preschool. Although Australia’s average scores
are higher than some of the countries where near-universal
participation in two to three years of preschool is the norm,
this data indicates that at least two years of preschool is an

Universal access to at
least two years of
preschool is an
additional and underutilised lever for lifting
Australia’s performance.
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additional and currently under-utilised lever for lifting Australia’s performance.
Modelling of the impact of preschool on PISA scores also shows that all social groups benefit from
universalising preschool access. Mostafa and Green (2012) find that children from lower-income
families get the highest additional benefits from access to preschool, but the international
rankings of both Sweden and the UK would improve with universal preschool participation. They
find that “inequalities in test scores drop until reaching a minimum when the lower seven [socioeconomic] deciles are attending [preschool]” and conclude that “universalising [preschool] would
be an effective policy instrument that boosts educational performances while reducing
inequalities in their distribution” (Mostafa & Green 2012, p. 2). Accordingly, Melhuish et al. (2015,
p. 2) argue that “for provision for [age] three years onwards, the evidence is consistent that preschool provision is beneficial to educational and social development for the whole population”.
Figure 3: International average of students attending pre-primary education and achievement
in mathematics, TIMSS 2011 (Mullis, Martin, Foy & Arora 2012, p. 12)

Figure 4: PIRLS 2011: Grade 4 Test Scores for countries with highest levels of 3+ years of ECEC
(Mullis, Martin, Foy & Drucker 2012, p. 128)
Country
Hong Kong
Hungary
Denmark
Italy
Singapore
Germany
Australia

% of students
with 1+ years of
preschool;
100
99
98
98
98
97
70

Average score 3+
years of
preschool
573
548
558
549
580
551
550

Average Score 13 years of
preschool
572
505
544
530
554
540
547

Average Overall
571
539
554
541
567
541
527
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Figure 5: TIMMS 2011: Grade 4 Test Scores for countries with highest levels of 3+ years of ECEC
(Mullis, Martin, Foy & Arora 2012, p. 198)
Country
Hong Kong
Hungary
Denmark
Italy
Singapore
Germany
Australia

% students with
1+ years of
preschool
99
98
98
97
98
97
69

Average score 3+
years of
preschool
609
526
n.a.
515
618
536
546

Average Score 13 years of
preschool
604
473
n.a.
497
591
528
535

Average Overall
602
515
537
508
606
528
516

While there is a larger body of research on the impact of two years of preschool for
disadvantaged cohorts, studies that examine population-level impacts from preschool – like the
PIRLS and TIMSS research, EPPE and several US studies of universal pre-k programs – find benefits
for the whole population. For instance, the Tulsa pre-k study examined impacts for poor, nearpoor and middle class children. They found that positive effects on children’s language, literacy,
and mathematics skills were higher for the poorest students, but statistically and substantively
significant for both:
“Children from poor families entering kindergarten were 11 months ahead, children
from near-poor families entering kindergarten were 10 months ahead, and children
from middle-class families entering kindergarten were 7 months ahead of the control
group” (Gormley, Phillips & Gayer 2008; Yoshikawa et al. 2013, p. 21).
The key conclusion from this research is that:





Two years of high-quality preschool has more impact than one.
Most children benefit from two years of preschool, but the children who benefit most are
those with the greatest risk of developmental vulnerability.
For these children in particular, one year of preschool is not enough to substantially change
their trajectories.

Dose (hours per week)
The evidence around hours of attendance or the benefit of extra hours is less conclusive, in part
because of methodological issues (including inaccurate measures of the number of hours children
attend for and the challenge of disentangling dose, quality and duration). 2
The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education Study found children who attended a higher
number of sessions per week achieved statistically significant progress in language development,
as well as small effects on pre-reading and spatial awareness and reasoning skills. Those who
Gilley et al. (2015, p. 4) explain that “a minimum threshold of attendance and participation is yet to be
firmly established in research—probably because of the complexity of the interactions between ECEC
quality, attendance, dosage and degree of child vulnerability. Reasons for a lack of consistency in studies on
the effects of different dosages of attendance include: varying degrees of program quality, a split focus on
current participation and cumulative participation, different measures of attendance (hours per week, full
and part day, attendance at particular types of program, cumulative hours over a number of years and age
of entry) and reliance on enrolment of the child in a program as the proxy for attendance, rather than their
actual attendance.”

2
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What do we mean by dose?
Dose refers to the amount of treatment
needed to have an impact.
For example, you need to take a full
course of antibiotics to properly fight an
infection. If you only take half the
tablets, you might start to feel better but
you haven’t really gotten rid of the
underlying infection and it will probably
reoccur. You need to take your full dose
for the treatment to work.
It’s harder to measure the exact dose of
early education that children need, but
the principle is the same. Only a few
hours a week, or only attending for a few
months of the year, is unlikely to be
enough of a dose to make a real
difference.

attended a higher total number of sessions during
the study period made greater cognitive gains
(Sammons et al. 2002, p. vi).
However, they found no additional benefits to
attending full days rather than part days and
conclude that “that an extended period of preschool experience on a part-time basis is likely to be
more advantageous than a shorter time period of
full-time provision” (Sammons et al. 2002, p. vi;
Sylva et al. 2004a; Taggart et al. 2015).
In an in-depth analysis of the impact of hours of
attendance in centre-based services, based on the
US Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Loeb et al.
(2007) found that a minimum dosage of 15 hours
per week was necessary for substantial impacts on
cognitive outcomes, and that outcomes were
optimised when children started before age 4. They
also found that:

“For the low-income group, only children who
attend a center program for more than 30 hours experience significant gains in prereading skills. This same group experiences no negative social-behavioral effects from
additional hours in a center” (Loeb et al. 2007, p. 64).

A review by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2015, p. 25) concluded that the “the
optimum period in the preschool environment (aged 3) would be part time, spread across two
years, rather than full time in a single year”.
However, while a minimum dosage of 15 hours per week appears adequate for many children,
more disadvantaged children appear to benefit from a much higher dose, closer to 30 hours per
week. Programs like Abecedarian and High/Scope, which generally involved full-time participation
for at-risk children and, achieved significant positive outcomes (Campbell et al. 2012; Campbell et
al. 2008). In studies targeted at vulnerable cohorts, longer attendance produced higher
outcomes:
“in the evaluation of model programs with vulnerable children only, part-time
attendance has been shown to be less effective than full-time attendance; for example
the evaluation of the Abecedarian approach found 350+ hours per annum (an average
of 3.3+ days per week) had a lower impact on children’s cognitive development than
400+ hours per annum (an average of 3.8+ days per week)” (Gilley et al. 2015, p. 4).
Similarly, a recent Canadian study found that children from low socio-economic backgrounds who
received high-intensity early childhood education (35 hours) had significantly better reading,
writing and mathematics scores (effect sizes 0.37-to 0.46), even after controlling for the impact of
a range of child and family variables. Laurin et al. (2015, p. 1) conclude that “early participation in
center-based [early childhood education] eliminated the differences between children of low and
adequate SES on all 3 examinations for reading, writing, and mathematics”.
This research indicates that there is a strong rationale for a higher dose/number of hours per
week for more disadvantaged children (Melhuish et al. 2015). Yet in Australia, disadvantaged
children attend fewer hours of early education, and tend to start later, than more advantaged
children (Gilley et al. 2015).
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A recent analysis Xue et al. (2016) reviewed multiple datasets and found no replicated evidence
of precise dosage thresholds, and did not identify any conclusive findings about the optimum
number of hours per week across all cohorts. They did, however, find a consistent association
between time spent on instruction and domain-specific outcomes. For example, time spent in
mathematics instruction was a consistent predictor of mathematics skills (showing effect sizes of
between 0.4 and 0.7) (Xue et al. 2016, p. 71).
Recent studies suggest positive impacts on behaviour and social and emotional competence for
two to three days of high-quality early education (Melhuish et al. 2015). Poor-quality, centrebased care can be highly detrimental for children (Jenkins, JM et al. 2016; Xue et al. 2016; Zaslow,
Anderson, et al. 2016), especially if children experience very long hours in low-quality
environments and without positive and consistent relationships between children and educators.
There appears to be an association between very long hours of care and poorer behavioural and
social and emotional outcomes. The impact of very long hours are either much smaller or nonexistent in high-quality programs, suggesting an interaction between warm and responsive
caregiving and children’s attachment relationships (Broekhuizen et al. 2016; Broekhuizen et al.
2014; McCartney et al. 2010).
Consistency of attendance and cumulative attendance both appear to matter significantly –
consistency supports children’s relationships with educators and peers and both social and
emotional and academic outcomes are enhanced by cumulative attendance.
The benchmark of 15 hours per week reflects the general consensus of the literature, and should
be considered a minimum dosage (Bennett 2008). Internationally, countries are offering closer to
20 and 30 hours per week (see Appendix B).

High-quality programs
A significant mediator identified across the body of research supporting preschool participation is
that for preschool to have an impact, in either the short or long term, it needs to be high quality.
Zaslow et al. (2010, p. 7) found the greatest effects were for those children with “sustained
exposure to programs of consistently high quality with specific quality features such as a focus on
instruction”.
The strongest preschool impacts come from the high-quality and high-dose programs such as
Perry Preschool and Abecedarian. These programs show moderate to strong positive outcomes
and demonstrate long lasting impacts into later adult life (Emerson, Fox & Smith 2015; Stevens &
English 2016). In a recent Canadian study, Côté et al. (2013) found that experiencing two to three
years of consistently or increasingly high-quality preschool was associated with numeracy,
receptive vocabulary, and school readiness scores at age 4, with effect sizes of between 0.32 and
0.41. They conclude that “the strongest and most consistent predictors of overall childcare quality
involves the language stimulation provided by teachers and caregivers (e.g., responding to
vocalizations, asking questions, praising, teaching, and talking to children in other positive ways)”
(Côté et al. 2013, p. 761).
A powerful illustration of the significance of quality in combination with duration is seen in the UK
EPPSE findings (Figure 6), where those who were in high-quality preschool for two to three years
were nearly eight months ahead in their literacy development (Taggart et al. 2015, p. 9). The
EPPSE study also found a significant association between high-quality early education and prosocial behaviours at age 14 – an effect that was not evident for low or medium quality (Figure 7).
Figure 6: Development advantage (in months) for duration and quality of preschool on literacy
at school entry (home as comparison) (Taggart et al. 2015, p. 9).
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Figure 7: Influence of the quality of preschool on positive social behaviours at age 14 (home as
comparison) (Taggart et al. 2015, p. 12)
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Conversely, poor-quality programs have been reported to be detrimental to child behavioural
outcomes (Vandell, DL et al. 2010). Quality was observed to be a mitigating factor for long hours
in care, with the effects of long hours of care lowest in high-quality programs and greatest in low
quality programs. High program quality can therefore be viewed as a protective factor in
instances of long hours of care (Zaslow et al. 2010).
The quality of the program is achieved through a combination of elements including:
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the structural parameters of the program (physical environment, educator to child ratios,
hours of care); and
program processes (educator-child interactions, learning activities, curriculum and
pedagogies).

It is difficult to disentangle the precise impact of particular elements of quality, although research
shows that specific elements of process quality are more strongly predictive when they are
closely aligned with the outcomes being measured (Burchinal, Kainz & Cai 2011; Magnuson, K &
Waldfogel 2014; Martinez-Beck 2011). For instance, measures of language-rich educator-child
interactions is more strongly predictive of children’s language outcomes than other more general
outcomes (Magnuson, K & Waldfogel 2014). Time spent on explicit teaching and the effectiveness
of teaching methods are important for maths and literacy skills development.
In general, global quality measures are only modestly predictive (Burchinal, Kainz & Cai 2011;
Burchinal et al. 2016; Xue et al. 2016; Zaslow, Burchinal, et al. 2016). As such, greater attention
should be given to improving the instructional approaches of educators, including addressing
barriers to increasing instruction time on maths and literacy for young children.
Another important conclusion drawn from their research is that the relationship between quality
and outcomes is not a linear one (where, for example, a 10 per cent increase in quality would
generate an equivalent improvement in outcomes). Rather, there appears to be a threshold
relationship, where a certain level of quality needs to be obtained before preschool has a positive
impact on children’s development. There may also be an upper range, where increases in quality
deliver limited marginal returns. The research of Burchinal et al. (2016) supports the existence of
quality thresholds, but they were not able to accurately identify the quality ‘cut-off’ points with
available data (in part because of the lack of domain-specific quality measures and dosage data).

Educator skills and qualifications
The quality of the learning environment in early education settings has a direct impact on
children’s early skill development and longer-term academic outcomes (Siraj-Blatchford et al.
2011; Taggart et al. 2015). Highly skilled and supported educators are essential for high-quality
learning environments.
The quality of a learning environment in early education settings is, to a large extent, determined
by the capacity of educators to provide responsive interactions and to construct a learning
program that engages and extends children in developmentally appropriate ways (Cascio &
Whitmore Schanzenbach 2013a; Yoshikawa et al. 2013).
On the whole, however, “there is still important disagreement about what kind of postsecondary credentials best promote positive classroom interactions and about the role of recent
professional development training relative to higher levels of pre-service training” (E4Kids 2012).
While some studies clearly show higher qualified educators are associated with better
outcomes, the relationships between structural factors such as class size and educator ratios,
other teacher qualities, curriculum, pedagogy and the level and type of educator qualification is
not easily untangled (Early, 2006).
Researchers note that is it not the qualifications per se, but the benefits of the quality
interactions that educators create, the pedagogy, which has the impact on child outcomes. It is
reported, however, that qualified educators are more likely to be able to create this rich
environment (Elliot 2006; Sheridan et al. 2009; Sylva et al. 2004a; Wall, Litjens & Taguma 2015).
Pianta et al. (2005) found teachers’ education/credentials, teaching experience, and teachers’
beliefs were associated with overall classroom quality.
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EPPE found that having qualified teachers working directly with children had a significant impact
on children’s outcomes, including their literacy and social and emotional skills at age 5 (Sylva et
al. 2004a). In general, the EPPSE study found consistent correlation between the proportion of
highly trained educators in a service, the overall quality of the service, and children’s long-term
outcomes (Taggart et al. 2015, p. 8).
EPPE reports that teacher quality had a greater influence on maths and reading than that of
gender and family background, and that higher educator qualifications specifically were
associated with better child outcomes (Sylva et al. 2004b). Similarly, the Growing up in Scotland
study concludes outcomes were better from “teachers with a background in early years
methodology or staff with specific early childhood qualifications” (Scottish Government 2009, p.
67), a finding borne out in Australia (Warren & Haisken-DeNew 2013).
In one of the few large-scale Australian studies conducted to date, data from the Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children (LSAC) was used to analyse the impact of preschool teacher
qualification on children’s Year 3 NAPLAN results (Warren & Haisken-DeNew 2013). 3
Consistent with international research, Warren and Haisken-DeNew (2013) found a substantial
gap in raw scores between children who did not attend preschool and those who did (Figure 8).
They also found that children who experienced preschool programs delivered by both diplomaqualified and degree-qualified teachers scored higher in numeracy and literacy (children with
diploma qualified teachers scored slightly higher, although the difference was not statistically
significant). The weight of evidence is clear in indicating that a Diploma is the minimum suitable
qualification for the delivery of a 3-year-old preschool program. 4
Figure 8: Mean NAPLAN score by preschool teacher qualification (Warren & Haisken-DeNew
2013, p. 29)
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It is important to note that the LSAC cohort of children used in this analysis were attending preschool in
2004, before the introduction of the National Quality Standard.
4
Importantly, Warren and Haisken-DeNew note that “the benefits of pre-school are most significant among
children whose teacher specialized in child care or early childhood education … A possible explanation for
this result is that, compared to primary school teachers, teachers with specialist training in early childhood
education are likely to have a greater awareness of developmentally appropriate teaching practices for
young children, resulting in better outcomes. It may also be the case that, as suggested by Early et al.
(2007), teachers who are trained to teach older children may focus more on academic instruction and less
on forming individual teacher-child relationships that provide the foundation for academic learning (2013,
p. 32).
3
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Features of a quality learning environment
Sustained adult-child verbal interactions
More ‘sustained shared thinking’ was observed in settings where children made the most
progress. ‘Sustained shared thinking’ occurs when two or more individuals ‘work together’ in an
intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate an activity, extend a narrative etc.
Shared initiation of activities
In effective settings, the balance of who initiated the activities (educator or child) was about
equal.
Educators with strong understanding of curriculum
Effective settings provide children with more curriculum-related activities (especially language
and mathematics) and they encourage children to engage in challenging play.
Educators with strong knowledge about how young children learn
Educators need a good grasp of the appropriate pedagogy for children’s understanding and
interests to develop fully.
Parent engagement in their children’s learning.
The most effective settings shared child-related information between parents and educators, and
parents were often involved in decision making about their child’s learning program.
Educators support children in rationalising and talking through their conflicts.
In settings that were less effective in this respect, our observations showed that there was often
no follow up on children's misbehaviour and, on many occasions, children were ‘distracted’ or
simply told to stop (Sylva et al. 2004a).

Ongoing professional development and evidence-based models of teacher coaching have also
been shown to deliver better outcomes, specifically for improving instructional approaches
(Yoshikawa et al. 2013; Zaslow, Burchinal, et al. 2016). Early et al. (2006) also advocate for
broader teacher preparation and ensuring that all teachers are supported to develop and
enhance their skills.
Yoshikawa et al. (2013) suggest that professional learning models that provide ongoing reflective
coaching for educators, combined with assessments of child progress that are used to inform and
individualise instruction, best allow educators to monitor the progress of each child in the
classroom and modify their content and approach accordingly.

Curriculum and pedagogy
Child development and neuroscience research has identified the significance of self regulation
and the development of social and emotional skills in the very early years. The early years lay the
foundation for later learning in life and predict maths and reading competence throughout all
school years (Queensland Department of Education and Training 2015). Central to developing
critical cognitive and social and emotional skills early on is the supportive relationships children
have with adults, including skilled educators engaged with the children in preschool and the coconstruction of the learning experiences.
Effective pedagogy in the early years is learner-centred, engages children actively in learning and
includes both instructional elements and ‘playful learning’ (Duncan et al. 2016; Hirsh-Pasek &
Michnick Golinkoff nd; Wall, Litjens & Taguma 2015). It supports children’s social and emotional
development alongside emerging cognitive skills. Curriculum (what is taught) and pedagogy (how
it is taught) are both critical.
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Research indicates that a combination of more ‘directional’ instruction and child-led, play-based
approaches is important. 5 These approaches need to draw on both teacher-initiated and childinitiated learning opportunities (Sheridan et al. 2009; Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002; Siraj‐Blatchford
et al. 2008). Educator skills and the quality of interactions co-created by educators and children
are important drivers of outcomes.
The quality of interactions between adults and children and, in particular, extending thinking
through scaffolding (guiding, modelling and questioning) has impacts on development through
stimulating early learning for 3 year olds (OECD 2006, 2014b; Queensland Department of
Education and Training 2015; Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002; Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2003; Siraj‐
Blatchford et al. 2008; Taguma, Litjens & Makowiecki 2012; Wall, Litjens & Taguma 2015).
There is international debate about the ‘schoolification’ of early years’ education, particularly the
greater emphasis being placed on school readiness skills at younger ages (Taguma, Litjens &
Makowiecki 2012, p. 12). There is concern about exposing children to curricula that is not
developmentally appropriate, or which focuses narrowly on specific forms of academic
knowledge at the expense of broader learning and development opportunities.
Intensive instructional approaches that do not provide space for play-based, inquiry focused and
child-led learning, and which do not provide equally for the development of critical social and
emotional competencies, may produce short-term outcomes, but not long-term and sustained
improvements across the range of critical cognitive and social and emotional skills (OECD 2012).
This is particularly important in the context of 3 year olds, who may be more likely to still be
developing the elements of executive functioning (like self-regulation and working memory) that
allow them to begin engaging with key literacy and numeracy concepts (Weiland, Christina,
Barata & Yoshikawa 2014; Weiland, C. & Yoshikawa 2013).
Yet, preschool programs that are not intentional and clear about a learning program, and which
do not devote adequate time to learning opportunities, do not have a significant impact on
children’s early learning and development. Studies from the US highlights the impact of contentspecific instructional time on 4 year old children’s academic skills (mathematics and literacy) with
scores higher at the start of kindergarten when children were in pre-kindergarten classrooms
where more time was spent in instruction (Xue et al. 2016). Zaslow, Anderson, et al. (2016)
identify instructional quality as a key predictor of child outcomes (although they focus mainly on
literacy and numeracy skills).
Similarly, Broekhuizen et al. (2016) note that “comprehensive social–emotional curricula and
professional development that focuses on teachers’ responsive interactions can enhance
children’s social skills, behaviour regulation, and emotion understanding.” Intentional (and high
quality) instruction around social and emotional learning delivers improved outcomes. For
instance, Landry et al. (2014) found that explicit social-emotional classroom activities were
associated with improved competencies in infants and toddlers.
Figure 9 compares the specific outcomes of ‘academic’ and ‘comprehensive’ curriculum models
based on a selection of research findings. More research is needed to determine the best
approach for long-term outcomes; however, the comparison highlights the potential benefits of
the different approaches.
A recent review of age-appropriate pedagogy in the early years of schooling (Queensland Department of
Education and Training 2015; Walsh, G et al. 2010) notes that researchers observe the term ‘pedagogy’ is
not well accepted, nor is it systematically or overtly included in policy and practice (Alexander 2004;
Stephen, 2010 in Department of Education). Zaslow, Anderson, et al. (2016) note attitudinal barriers to
engaging in discussion with early childhood educators in the US about pedagogy and instructional
approaches.

5
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Figure 9: Effects of academic and comprehensive curriculum models (OECD 2012, p. 85)

Source: Pianta et al., 2010; Eurydice, 2009; Laevers, 2011; Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997

Although there is limited research on age-specific curricular approaches (with most studies
grouping 3-5 year olds together), there is consensus that teaching and learning in the early years
must be developmentally appropriate to be effective (Queensland Department of Education and
Training 2015; Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002; Walsh, G et al. 2010).
Research on young children’s learning processes highlights that learning is often sequential,
relying on mastery of foundational skills and knowledge (including social and emotional skills like
capacity for behavioural regulation and working memory) before more complex skills and
processes can be learnt (Reid 2016; Weiland, Christina, Barata & Yoshikawa 2014). As such, a
preschool program for 3-year-old children would not simply involve starting a 4-year-old program
one year earlier.
Emerging research on the impact of the quality of the learning environment is also illustrating the
importance of scaffolding learning progression (Arteaga et al. 2014; Jenkins, JM et al. 2016). A
2014 study from the US examined a dataset of children aged 3 to 5 and considered if there were
differences in outcomes between children who spent two years in a mixed 3 and 4-year-old
classroom in HeadStart versus those who spent one year in HeadStart as 3 year olds before
moving to a dedicated 4-year-old preschool (pre-k) program. They found that:
“children attending Head Start at age 3 followed by [Oklahoma] pre-k at age 4 have
stronger pre-reading outcomes at kindergarten compared with children who attend
Head Start at ages 3 and 4. This suggests that the impacts of early learning programs
may be related to the sequencing of ECE programs to a more academic curriculum at
age 4 and the extent to which the Head Start curriculum offers differential learning
experiences to 4-year-olds who were, and were not, in the program at age 3”
(Jenkins, J et al. 2014, p. 1).
The study posits that the different outcomes may be a result of the children not receiving
“increasingly complex, differentiated learning experiences on a regular basis, which are critical for
intellectual development” (Jenkins, J et al. 2014, p. 6). This research supports the argument that
high-quality early education must be individualised and developmentally appropriate, and
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support children to achieve mastery of critical skills in a sequence and pace that is appropriate for
them.

“An additional year that simply repeats learning activities of the first year
would not be expected to make much difference.”
Reynolds (1995)
Implications for 3-year-old preschool programs
The large and diverse body of research on quality early education for 3 year olds generates three
broad conclusions:








Starting early and staying for longer is beneficial for many children – studies from Europe,
the US, Canada and UK show modest but consistent benefits from two rather than one year
of preschool.
Disadvantaged children benefit the most – a range of studies highlight substantially greater
impacts on cognitive and social-emotional outcomes for more disadvantaged children.
The quality of programs matters – low and medium-quality programs deliver very little short
or long-term impacts.
Preschool improves cognitive, social and emotional outcomes – research on the long-term
impacts of preschool highlights the interaction of academic and social and emotional skills on
lifetime education and employment.

The implications of this for the design of an Australian 3-year-old preschool program are explored
in Part 2, but the critical messages are that:






A minimum dosage of 15 hours is important, with consideration of longer hours for highly
vulnerable children;
Skilled and supported educators are one of the most important contributors to an effective
preschool program; and
An intentional approach to the development and delivery of the learning program will be
critical, including consideration of how to provide a preschool program that is
developmentally appropriate for 3 year olds, and then build on and scaffold learning
experiences in the second year of preschool.
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What do we know about 3 year olds
accessing early education in Australia?

For nearly two thirds of Australian 3 year olds, participation in early
education and care is the norm. However, only a small proportion of 3 year
olds are enrolled in a program led by an early childhood teacher and the
children most likely to miss out are the ones who will benefit most. There is
no national policy or funding to support access to a preschool program for all
3 year olds.
At least two thirds of Australian 3 year olds are attending early education and care settings.
However, there is very little information available about the type of learning environments
provided to these children, beyond general levels of compliance with the National Quality
Standard and alignment with the Early Years Learning Framework.
Nationally, less than 25 per cent of services are rated as Exceeding the National Quality Standard
and ‘Educational Program and Practice’ is the quality standard services experience the most
difficulty in meeting (O'Connell et al. 2016). This suggests that more can be done to strengthen
the quality of the learning program provided to 3 year olds, to ensure our investment in early
education is primed to yield substantial and population-level outcomes.
This section draws on available data on 3 year olds in early education and care and reviews
relevant policy settings nationally and in each jurisdiction.
This analysis of current policy and patterns of access provides broad guidance about the scope of
the effort required to achieve universal preschool for 3 year olds.

Current patterns of access to preschool and early education and care for 3
year olds
It is estimated that around two thirds of 3 year olds attend some form of early education and care
nationally (Figure 10), with just over 21 per cent reported as attending a preschool program
(either in Long Day Care or sessional preschool).
Participation in early education and care or preschool varies across the jurisdictions (between 47
and 78 per cent) (Figure 11), although precise data on the proportion of 3 year olds attending,
and number of hours they are attending for, is not publicly available. 6
The ABS notes that due to the data limitations associated with 3 old preschool data, care should be taken
when interpreting and using the data for analysis or comparison as “the presented data is incomplete and
does not provide an accurate and consistent view of the 3 year old population within or across states” (ABS
2016a).

6
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Currently, in Australia, those 3 year olds who are attending a preschool program are generally:







enrolled in a ‘year before school’ program before they turn 4 years old’
in a state that has a high proportion of early childhood teachers within Long Day Care
settings;
in a state that provides free preschool to children known to child protection, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children, or humanitarian entrants; or
in one of the relatively few unsubsidised programs, often delivered by the community
preschool sector, which are generally fee-based.

Available data must be understood as indicative rather than definitive, but nonetheless highlights
apparent differences between jurisdictions and provides some sense of the scope of the policy
challenge in extending preschool to 3 year olds.
The high proportion of 3 year olds already accessing ECEC suggests that the major opportunity
presented by the implementation of universal 3-year-old preschool is:



Firstly, to remove barriers to access for those not participating, and
Secondly, to clearly define the parameters of the learning program they receive, to ensure
that all 3 year olds have access to a preschool program that meets the quality thresholds that
deliver high impact and significant returns on investment.

Terminology
Early education and care (ECEC): All approved services, including Long Day Care, sessional
preschool, Family Day Care and occasional care.
Preschool: A defined learning-focused program, usually with minimum hours of attendance
for children in the year or two before school and delivered by a qualified Early Childhood
Teacher. This paper uses the terms ‘3-year-old preschool’ and ‘4-year-old preschool’ instead
of one or two years before school (noting school starting ages vary across Australia).
Kindergarten: An alternative term for preschool in some states and territories and/or the
term for the first year of formal schooling (also known as prep, pre-primary, transition and
reception) in other jurisdictions.
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Figure 10: Proportion of 3 year olds attending any early education and care, 2015 (ABS 2016b;
Early Learning: Everyone Benefits 2016; Steering Committee for the Review of Government
Service Provision 2016b, p. Table 3A.19 ).
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Figure 11 presents the number and proportion of 3 year olds attending ECEC services and
preschool. In summary, the data shows that:








In 2015, there were nearly 207,000 3 year olds accessing ECEC services (66 per cent) out of an
estimated resident population of 313,358 3 year olds.
The data suggests variations in attendance in preschool between the jurisdictions, reflecting
different patterns of provision and funding approaches.
Generally, it appears that significantly less than half of the 3 year olds in any form of early
education and care receive a preschool program.
Extending access to preschool to 3 year olds would involve a dedicated preschool program for
the approximately 207,000 children already in education and care, as well as extending access
to the 3 year olds not in any formal ECEC (approximately 107,000).

The low proportion of 3-year-old children identified as being enrolled in preschool reflects the
absence of a defined, national preschool program for 3 year olds in Australia. Where 3-year-old
programs exist, they are generally non-subsidised fee-based services that are added on as
capacity allows. In some states and territories, a small proportion of disadvantaged children have
access to a general preschool program (generally a mixed-age cohort).
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Figure 11: Number and proportion of 3 year olds in early education and care and preschool, by
jurisdiction, 2015 (ABS 2016d, p. Table 1; Early Learning: Everyone Benefits 2016; Steering
Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2016b, p. 3A.19 and 3A.25) 7
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Additionally, there has been a strong and steady increase over time in the proportion of 3 year
olds attending early education and care (Figure 10). Nationally, there was a 6 per cent increase
between 2010 and 2015 and, given workforce participation imperatives, there is no indication
that this rate of increase will slow significantly in the short term.

7

Percentage of children in ECEC includes children in CCB approved services (ROGS) and in sessional
preschools (Preschool Australia, 2015). Percentage of children in preschool includes children attending
preschool programs in Long Day Care and sessional preschools (Preschool Australia). Some double counting
is likely. ERP from Australian Demographic Statistics (at June 2015).
8
Victorian data for preschool programs not provided in long day care centres only include 3 year old
children who have been approved to attend funded 4 year old kindergarten programs, but do not include
children in other programs for 3 year olds (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service
Provision 2016a)
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Figure 12: Proportion of 3 year olds accessing ECEC 2010-2015 (Steering Committee for the
Review of Government Service Provision 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016)
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The ABS’s Childhood Education and Care Survey (CEaCS), conducted every three years, surveys
families about their use of early education and care services. In 2014, there were 4,635
responses, with data on 7,126 children. 9 Because CEaCS is survey data based on parent report,
rather than administrative data, some of the figures differ slightly from the official data presented
in Figures 8 and 9, but the two datasets are broadly consistent in terms of the trends and patterns
identified.
Analysis of CEaCS, undertaken for this report by the Australian Institute of Family Studies,
highlights the range of early education and care settings attended by 3 and 4 year olds, and the
difference in patterns of access between the two age cohorts. 10 Overall, the data shows that the
majority of 3 and 4 year old children are attending early education and care, although more 4
year olds are enrolled in and attending ECEC than 3 year olds, with the difference largely driven
by 4 year olds’ participation in preschool programs.
Figure 13 indicates the types of ECEC usually accessed by 3 year olds, including preschool, Long
Day Care, Family Day Care and informal (i.e. grandparent/family/friend) care. Children may be in
multiple settings. In 2014, a total of 82 per cent of 3 year olds were in either ECEC or informal
care, meaning that only 18 per cent were in exclusively parental care.

The data excludes non-residents, families where one family is a member of the Australian Defence Force
and people living in remote Indigenous communities (which accounts for around 15% of the population in
the Northern Territory) (ABS 2015a).
10
Analysis is based on data from the 2011 and 2014 CEaCS collections (ABS 2012, 2015a) and was
conducted by the Australian Institute of Family Studies for the Mitchell Institute. This work extends the
analysis of 2011 CEaCS data in Baxter (2015).
9
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Figure 13: Types of ECEC accessed by 3 year olds, 2011 and 2014 (ABS 2012, 2015a)
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Figure 14 shows that, in 2014, around 34 per cent of 3 year olds are not in any ECEC, compared
with 12 per cent of 4 year olds. This suggests that the shift of community beliefs, around the
normalisation of attending preschool at age 4, has had an impact on families’ decisions about
enrolling their children in preschool programs. It may also indicate the impact of the effort to
ensure a place is available for all 4 year olds under the National Partnership Agreement on
Universal Access.
Figure 14 also shows a slight decrease in the proportion of 3 year olds attending a preschool
program in Long Day Care settings, from 25 per cent in 2011 down to 21 per cent in 2014. One
reason for this may be that 4 year olds have been prioritised for access to early childhood
teachers under the Universal Access for 4 year olds initiative.
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Figure 14: Combinations of ECEC by child age, 2011 and 2014 (ABS 2012, 2015a)
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Learning programs for 3 year olds in early education and care
The majority of 3 year olds are already accessing some kind of approved early education and care
settings (across all provider types). The process elements of quality in these settings varies, but all
are generally consistent with the Early Years Learning Framework, which provides broad guidance
and practices that support and promote learning. Individual services may also apply specific
curriculum, pedagogical approaches or practices to the learning programs developed and
implemented by teachers and educators. Some states have their own early years’ curricula, which
all align with the Early Years Learning Framework.
Aside from national minimum standards set out in the National Quality Framework in relation to
educator qualifications and ratios, there is also significant variability in the structural quality,
particularly qualifications and the dosage experienced by 3 year olds accessing early education
and care. Children access early education and care in different ways, for example:
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Long Day Care: Children accessing programs in approved Long Day Care will generally have a
Diploma qualified group leader, supported by a Certificate III qualified assistant. Some
educators may be still studying to complete these qualifications. In some locations, such as
New South Wales or where children are accessing preschool programs for 4 year olds,
programs may be delivered by a qualified Early Childhood Teacher, with educator to child
ratios consistent with the NQF (either 1:10 or 1:11). The group size will be generally
consistent with these ratios, usually with 20-22 children and two educators. Children attend
these services for between one and five days per week, with daily hours varying depending
on family needs. The preschool program is sometimes delivered during set hours each day.
Sessional preschool: Three year old children accessing state and territory-based preschool
programs through early entry or targeted cohort arrangements will generally have their
program delivered by a qualified Early Childhood Teacher with a Certificate III or Diploma
qualified assistant. The ratio requirements are consistent with the NQF and group size is also
usually 20-22 children with two educators. If the program is delivered as part of a school, the
group size may be larger. Children may attend these services for up to 15 hours per week, 40
weeks per year with daily hours and number of days attended matching sessional preschool
programs for 4 year olds or the school term.
Family Day Care: Children accessing programs in Family Day Care will usually have a
Certificate III qualified educator supported by an overarching Family Day Care coordinator
holding a Diploma qualification. The educator to child ratio in Family Day Care is 1:7, with no
more than four children preschool age or under. Generally, children attend these services for
between one and five days per week, with daily hours varying depending on the family’s
needs.

In the literature, there appears to be limited formal differentiation between learning programs
for 3 year olds and 4 year olds. Children have different developmental milestones across this age
range, and teachers and educators generally develop their programs and practices to meet the
emerging learning and development needs of the children in their care, consistent with the
overarching Early Years Learning Framework.
Usual practice in states that provide for 3 year olds to access the 4-year-old preschool program,
such as in Victoria and South Australia, is for individual services and teachers use their
professional judgement to design learning programs that are responsive to the needs of
individual children and that consider individual service group dynamics. Similarly, within sessional
preschools, eligible 3-year-old children are likely to simply attend the 4-year-old program, with
educators adapting intentional teaching experiences to meet the developmental needs of
individual children.
In general, Long Day Care services will have an established preschool or kindergarten room for 4year-old children in the year before school, with a program delivered by the Early Childhood
Teacher, as well as a room for 3 year olds. However, consistent with variability in children’s
development, many services have ‘mixed age’ groups that have a combination of children aged
between 3 and 5 years and children may move up and transition rooms part-way through the
year. Variable attendance patterns by individual children resulting in different groups of children
attending on different days adds further complexity that educators in Long Day Care settings have
to accommodate through their programming.
As noted in the previous section, research on the impact of different curricular approaches, as
well as the broader evidence on developmental processes for 3 and 4 year olds, suggests that a
more focused approach to supporting the learning and development of 3 and 4 year olds would
be beneficial. This is important given the varying range and pace of children’s learning and
development between the ages of 3 and 5. Educators need to be able to adapt the program for

42

children who are advanced in some areas of their learning and development, as well as for
children who might have additional needs.
The variability in the current provisions for 3 year olds reflects the diverse mix of providers and
settings within the early education and care landscape in Australia (Figure 15), essentially
operating in a mixed market that includes for-profit and not-for-profit Long Day Care, sessional
preschools and kindergartens, state and territory and local government providers, the nongovernment school sector and Family Day Care.
Figure 15: Providers of early education and care services 2016 (ACECQA 2016b, p. 7)
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It is clear that an efficient and cost-effective implementation of a preschool program for 3 year
olds would require different strategies for each sector and jurisdiction. Currently, all 4-year-old
preschool programs are centre-based, delivered primarily through sessional/school-based
preschools (49.5 per cent) and in Long Day Care settings (50.5 per cent). The pattern of delivery
differs significantly in each jurisdiction, with Long Day Care representing 66.8 per cent of
preschools in New South Wales and 5.3 per cent in Tasmania (Steering Committee for the Review
of Government Service Provision 2016b, p. 3.6).

Accessibility of preschool in Australia
Access is critical to the potential return on investment in developing a program for two years of
preschool. Currently the children most likely to benefit from expanded access to high-quality
early education, in both the short and long term, are those who are most likely to experience
barriers to access.
The Mitchell Institute’s 2016 report, Quality Early
Education for All, highlighted that children in lowincome families and from key equity groups
(including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children, children from some culturally and
linguistically diverse communities, children with
disability, and children who are known to child
protection) are significantly under-represented in
early education and care services, including
preschool (Baxter & Hand 2013; Goldfeld et al.
2016; O'Connell et al. 2016; O’Connor et al. 2016).

Of the 40 per cent of 3 year
olds not currently accessing
any formal care, it is likely that
around two thirds of their
families are experiencing
financial and non-financial
barriers to access.
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As such, of the third of 3 year olds not currently accessing any early education and care, it is likely
that around two thirds of their families are experiencing financial and non-financial barriers to
access. These children should be the priority for access and investment.
Some 3 year olds not accessing early education and care may not experience barriers to access.
They are in exclusive parental or informal (i.e. grandparent) care and may be experiencing a
strong and positive home-learning environment. These children are likely to still benefit from
access to a high-quality preschool program.
The overarching goal for both 3 and 4-year-old preschool should be near-universal attendance at
high-quality early education at the dosage, and for the duration, required to make a substantial
and sustained difference in outcomes.
While the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access for preschool for 4 year olds has,
in most jurisdictions, achieved enrolment targets, there is evidence that around a quarter of
children are not attending for at least 15 hours for the full year before school (see Appendix A). A
key lesson from the National Partnership is that targeted strategies for those who experience
barriers to access are essential for achieving universal access. It also appears that more work is
required to understand what strategies are most effective at addressing non-cost barriers for
vulnerable cohorts. Mechanisms for building relationships with families experiencing barriers to
access, and supporting them to engage in preschool, need to be embedded in the system, rather
than being short term interventions
Quality Early Education notes that there are a range of factors that influence a family’s willingness
and capacity to enrol their children in ECEC and preschool. For many families, these barriers are
financial, but broader issues such as a family’s life circumstances, particularly workforce
participation of parents or beliefs about the benefits of early education are also key drivers of
enrolment and attendance decisions.
Analysis of data collected for the E4Kids study did not find any child or family level predictors of
whether children would access one or two years of early education and care before entry into
school, although children are much more likely to be in early education and care if their parents
are employed (Gilley et al. 2015).
Nonetheless, preschool attendance data for 4 and 5-year-old children shows a strong socioeconomic gradient, indicating that access to early education is strongly correlated with a family’s
socio-economic status and that the children most likely to benefit – and to generate strong
returns-on-investment – are those most likely to miss out.

Financial barriers
Quality Early Education highlighted evidence that family income is strongly correlated with
children’s attendance at early education and care, for both couple and single-parent families
(Figures 16 and 17). Around 70 per cent of children in very low-income couple families, and
around 50 per cent of children in single-parent families, are not accessing ECEC (ABS 2015a).
Cost of care (after subsidies) is a significant impediment to families accessing early learning
(Grace & Bowes 2010). This data suggests that there remains a strong association between
accessing early education and parental workforce participation, and that cost is likely a significant
barrier for low-income families.
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Figure 16: Attending ECEC by family income, couple parents (ABS 2015a, p. Table 6)
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Figure 17: Attending ECEC by family income, single parents (ABS 2015a, p. Table 7)
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The employment status of parents has much less impact on 4 year
olds than it does on 3 year olds, likely reflecting both the impact of
Universal Access to preschool and community perceptions about
the benefits of early education in the year before school.
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The impact of parental workforce participation on the access of 3 year olds to early education is
starkly highlighted in CEaCS data. While around two thirds of all 3 year olds attend early
education and care overall, Figure 18 shows:




In families where all parents are employed, three quarters of 3 year olds attend ECEC (either
in preschool programs or Long Day Care or other settings). This includes employed single
parents and couple families where both parents are employed.
In families where there is at least one parent not employed, half of 3 year olds are attending
ECEC. This includes couple families where only one parent is employed, couple families where
neither parent is employed, and single-parent families that are not employed.

Figure 18: Participation of 3 year olds in early education and care by parental employment
status, 2011 and 2014 (ABS 2012, 2015a) 11
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The employment status of parents, however, has much less impact on 4 year olds than it does on
3 year olds, likely reflecting both the impact of Universal Access to preschool and community
perceptions about the benefits of early education in the year before school.
A comparison between the types of care accessed by 3 year olds (Figure 19) and the types of care
accessed by 4 year olds (Figure 20) illustrates clearly that the employment status of families has
significantly less impact on 4-year-old children. Universal Access has not completely removed the
impact of financial barriers on children’s access, but it clearly achieves greater equity.
Figure 19: Types of care accessed by 3 year olds by family employment status, 2014 (ABS 2012,
2015a)
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Figure 20: Types of care accessed by 4 year olds by family employment status, 2014 (ABS 2015a)
This analysis demonstrates that linking access to early education and care to parental workforce
participation, as proposed in the Jobs for Families legislation, is likely to result in children from
lower-income families having less access to early education. The Australian Government has
ensured that continuity of access to preschool for 4 year old children will be maintained by
introducing an additional exemption category for families if their child is attending a preschool
program, with the exemption to apply for the period of the preschool program. A similar
approach to children attending 3-year-old preschool program may be appropriate.

Beliefs about the importance of early education
Cost is not the only barrier to access. Families’ beliefs about the importance of early education
are a significant driver of their engagement with preschool.
The UK education quality authority, Ofsted, recently revealed that more than a third of the 80,000
disadvantaged 2 year olds eligible for a free early education had not taken up their place. While
there had been a 10 per cent increase in the number of low-income children attending early
learning settings, “a potential investment of more than £200 million failed to reach the poorest
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children for whom it was intended” (Ofsted 2016, p. 5). Preschool for 3 and 4 year olds is
delivered universally and has near complete enrolment. Free access for parents of 2 year olds
was insufficient to drive extensive uptake to a targeted initiative. The UK’s experience highlights
the complex interplay between financial and non-financial barriers to access.
Quality Early Education also found that family beliefs about the benefits of early education (and
beliefs about the primary importance of parental/familial care) are a significant driver of family
decisions around enrolment and attendance. Research with families not accessing early education
and care indicates that a preference for parental care, as well as a perception that children will
not benefit from preschool, influence willingness to enrol children in early education (O'Connell
et al. 2016, p. 33).
The CEaCS survey asks parents of children that are accessing early education and care for the
primary reason for enrolling their children in formal care (note: parents of children only accessing
preschool are not asked for their rationale in this collection) (Figure 21).
Differences in ECEC participation patterns between 3 and 4 year olds are partly driven by changes
in parental workforce participation requirements or preferences (Baxter 2015, p. 4). In 2014,
around half of parents of 3 year olds report their employment/study as the primary reason for
accessing early education and care, while only 30 per cent of parents of 4 year olds nominated
work and study as their primary reason (noting that parents whose children were primarily
enrolled in preschool were not asked for their reasons).
However, a substantial proportion of parents (of 3 and 4 year olds) nominate ‘child-related
reasons’ as their primary reason for enrolling their children in early education. Child-related
reasons include the belief that it is good for the child and to prepare the child for school, and it is
reasonable to infer that children are enrolled in preschool for similar perceptions around the
benefits for children. Therefore, over 40 per cent of 3 year olds and two thirds of 4 year olds
enrolled in early education and care are there primarily because their families believe it is good
for them.
The difference between 3 and 4 year olds in this data is likely attributable to the presence of
universal preschool, including marketing campaigns promoting preschool for 4 year olds in many
jurisdictions supporting a growing community belief in the benefits of accessing early education in
the year before school.

Figure 21: Main reason for using formal care for 3 and 4 year olds enrolled in ECEC, 2011 and
2014 (ABS 2015a)
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For those children who may not be benefiting from a positive and enriched learning environment
at home, shifting parental perceptions about the benefits of early education (while addressing
other barriers to access) could be a very effective strategy.

Life circumstances
There is a further cohort of families who experience multiple and significant forms of
disadvantage who face more complex barriers to access.
Children who are under-represented in preschool programs include those from low socioeconomic backgrounds, single-parent families, young-parent families, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander families, some CALD communities, families living in remote communities, families
experiencing issues with housing, domestic violence or who have had contact with Child
Protection, and families with a child or parent who has a disability or mental health issues
(O'Connell et al. 2016, p. 32).
Data from the Australian Early Development Census on the characteristics of 4-year-old children
reported to be attending preschool highlights that there is an association between the number of
risk factors a child experiences (i.e. being Indigenous, being from a non-English speaking
background, living in a remote area, and/or living in the most disadvantaged communities in
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Australia) and their likelihood of attending preschool (Figure 22). This is especially the case for
children with more than three risk factors (O’Connor et al. 2016).
Figure 22: Number of risk factors and preschool attendance (O’Connor et al. 2016)
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Families consistently highlight a number of structural and contextual factors that impact on their
decision to participate in early education services:


access and availability, including cost, operating hours, location (remoteness and living in
disadvantaged communities) and lack of private and public transport;



services not meeting their child’s needs or the family’s needs;



poor coordination between services;



limited access to specialist supports for children with additional needs;



lack of publicity about services;



complex paper work and enrolment processes; and



lack of trust in services and fear of judgemental attitudes/behaviours (Baxter & Hand 2013;
Carbone et al. 2004; Centre for Community Child Health 2009).
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The Preschool Readiness Program – a model of differentiated
support to address barriers to participation in preschool
The Preschool Readiness Program (PRP) was designed to address barriers to participation in
preschool for Aboriginal families living in Alice Springs. The PRP highlights the types of
components, processes and approaches necessary in a service delivery model that is effective
in supporting and sustaining participation in preschool. It is a strong example of how to deliver
differentiated support within a universal model. The PRP was administered by Central
Australian Aboriginal Congress and delivered across a number of school-based preschools in
the community.
The model involved:
•

finding and connecting with families;

•

health checks, developmental assessments and intervention work to determine and
address child needs;

•

preschool enrolment and adjustment support;

•

intensive pre-preschool intervention; and

•

partnerships between health and education providers to enhance the child’s wellbeing
and participation in preschool.

The evaluation found that the PRP was effective in increasing the number of children
participating, and in supporting ongoing attendance. The evaluators found that “PRP was able
to provide both practical support (transport and material support such as clothing for children)
and long-term, relationship based support to help sustain day-to-day participation with
families who might otherwise easily disengage” (Moss, Harper & Silburn 2015).

Services appear to be more effective in engaging and retaining these families when they are
culturally safe, build positive relationships with families, include strategies for active outreach,
and are connected to the broader service system and can therefore link families to additional
support as needed (Centre for Community Child Health 2009; Mason-White 2012; O'Connell et al.
2016, p. 33; SNAICC nd)
In addition, Australian research has shown that areas of disadvantage, where children would
most benefit from high-quality preschools, tend to have the lowest-quality services available.
Cloney et al. (2015) found that services that rated as Working Towards the NQS or requiring
Significant Improvement are disproportionately located in areas of concentrated disadvantage,
and the E4Kids study confirmed that only 7 per cent of children in the lowest socio-economic
quintile attended programs delivering the highest levels of instructional support, compared to 30
per cent of children from the highest socioeconomic quintile (Melbourne Graduate School of
Education 2015, p. 6).

Policy and funding for 3-year-old preschool
The proportion and distribution of 3 year olds attending early education and care (and preschool
programs) partly reflects differences in jurisdictional policy and practice.
The current policy landscape for 3-year-old preschool resembles, in many ways, the situation for
4-year-old preschool before the introduction of the National Partnership Agreement on Universal
Access (see Appendix A). There are variable patterns of provision and access across the
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jurisdictions, no clear national policy frameworks, an increasingly strong evidence-base and an
existing infrastructure that can be leveraged to rapidly scale up access and impact. Yet there is
much less diversity in the extent to which states and territories provide 3-year-old preschool,
compared to significant differences prior to the introduction of Universal Access for 4 year olds,
and the more consistent starting point may foster a more collaborative path forward.
Early childhood peak bodies, experts and advocates have been calling for an expansion of
Universal Access to 3 year olds in their submissions to the Productivity Commission and in prebudget submissions to state, territory and federal governments.
However, 3-year-old preschool does not figure prominently in current policy frameworks, either
nationally or in the states and territories. The Northern Territory government included
‘consideration of the possibility’ of 3-year-old preschool in its recent overarching early years’
policy framework. The Victorian Government’s consultations around the Education State
Discussion Paper found “support for funding three-year-old kindergarten for families experiencing
vulnerability”(Capire Consulting Group 2016). There are several jurisdictions (Victoria, New South
Wales and South Australia) that provide subsidised access to preschool for small, tightly defined
cohorts of at-risk 3 year olds, and Western Australia is piloting providing Aboriginal children with
early access to preschool.
An additional two years of funding for the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access
for 4 year olds was recently agreed, with stronger incentives to engage vulnerable and
disadvantaged cohorts. The prospect of sustained, ongoing funding for Universal Access had been
identified for consideration by the now discontinued Reform of the Federation White Paper
process, led by the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. The National Partnership
Agreement is due for renegotiation in 2017.
The relatively low profile of preschool programs for 3 year olds in current policy and funding
debates reflects unresolved issues with 4-year-old preschool funding as well as the Productivity
Commission’s reluctance to provide an imprimatur for 3 year old preschool. The Commission
wrote that:
“There may be a case to extend universal access to preschool to three year olds in the
future … However, any decision to extend the universal access arrangements to
younger children should be based on an analysis of the effectiveness of the existing
arrangements in improving development outcomes and from evidence drawn from
relevant research undertaken in Australia and overseas.
At this stage there is no strong evidence that having the wider population of
Australian children commence preschool at age three, or younger, would significantly
improve developmental outcomes in the long term. The Commission’s view is that
future funding for universal access to preschool for four to five year olds must first be
resolved before consideration is given to extending preschool funding to three year
olds” (Productivity Commission 2014b, p. 506).
As established previously, this paper reads the evidence differently, takes into account new
evidence in the years since the Commission’s Inquiry, and applies the evidence in the context of
Australia’s existing early education and care system. It suggests that available international
research indicates that two years of high-quality early education yields modest academic and
social and emotional benefits for all children, and significant impacts that persist over time for the
children most at risk of developmental vulnerability.
Two years of preschool is an efficient and appropriate investment strategy for governments
looking to improve outcomes at a population level to reduce the negative impacts of
disadvantage and boost long term productivity.
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Further, while there are clearly elements of the current National Partnership Agreement on
Universal Access that need to be resolved (discussed in the next section) this should not preclude
progression of universal access to preschool programs for 3 year olds in line with the growing
evidence-base.
There are a range of existing approaches to the provision and funding of early childhood
education and care programs for 3 year olds. This section (and Appendix D) provides a brief
overview of the funding arrangements available nationally, and provision and subsidies in each
jurisdiction.

Provision and funding mechanisms: Australian Government
The majority of 3 year olds already accessing approved early learning services do so with support
from the Australian Government through child care subsidies (Child Care Benefit and Child Care
Rebate).
The Australian Government makes a significant investment in early education and care through
around $8 billion per year in child care subsidies for children accessing approved services –
primarily Long Day Care and Family Day Care. This investment is designed to meet the dual policy
objectives of supporting parental workforce participation and also supporting children’s learning
and development.
The current arrangements provide a means-tested base entitlement to reduce out-of-pocket
costs for children, and additional entitlements where both parents are working. These subsidies
are generally effective at providing a broad entitlement for children and reducing costs for
parents.
The key criticisms of the current subsidy arrangements are that they are complex for families to
understand and that affordability for families has been eroded by the Child Care Benefit hourly
rate and Child Care Rebate annual cap not keeping up with increasing costs. This is particularly
the case for single-income or non-working families who are only eligible for the Child Care
Benefit.
Through the Jobs for Families package, announced in the 2015 Budget and responding to the
2014 Productivity Commission Inquiry, the Australian Government has proposed changes to
improve affordability and simplify the subsidy arrangements by moving to a single means-tested
subsidy.
Another major change in Jobs for Families is that the eligibility for the base entitlement for
children (i.e. subsidy available to families where neither parents are working or studying) is
significantly reduced. This reduction in the child’s entitlement is a product of a much lower cut-off
point for the income test (family income of $65,710 compared to around $150,000 currently) and
fewer hours of allocated subsidy (12 hours per week compared to 24 hours per week), although
the hourly rate for the subsidy is significantly higher.
For working families, the key change is that the hours of subsidy provided by government will be
more closely aligned with the combined hours of work, training, study or other recognised activity
undertaken by parents. This approach aims to improve workforce participation incentives by
providing additional hours of subsidised care if both parents work additional hours. However, this
means that, compared to the current subsidy system, a child’s access to subsidy will be more
directly reduced or increased by potentially relatively small changes in parents’ work activities.
Figure 23 simplifies and summarises the various subsidy arrangements that can be accessed by 3
year olds under the current arrangements and proposed future arrangements.
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The Australian Government also indirectly supports high-quality early education program for 3
year olds through support for the regulation of the sector through the National Quality
Framework National Partnership Agreement, with $61.1 million allocated to the National
Partnership Agreement over three years from 2015-16. Funding provided by the Australian
Government under the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access is not provided for 3
year olds.
Figure 23: Summary of current and future early education and care subsidies
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For simplicity, this table simplifies the current and future subsidy arrangements by approximating income
bands. The definition of ‘working’ in this table refers to undertaking any work, study, training or other
approved activity such as recognised volunteering that meets the Australian Government activity test.
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Implications of Jobs for Families on 3 year olds’ access to early education
and care
The current child care subsidy arrangements are effective at establishing a core entitlement to
early education and care for all children. The base entitlement of 24 hours of CCB with a generous
means test and the simple activity test arrangements for CCR means that the overwhelming
majority of families retain access to some subsidy, even if parents are not in work or if their
workforce participation changes or ceases completely.
Under Jobs for Families and the new Child Care Subsidy, the only 3 year olds who will retain
access to subsidies regardless of their parents’ work circumstances will be those living in
households with a combined family income of less than $65,710. These children will retain access
to 24 hours of subsidy per fortnight or 12 hours per week. For all other 3 year olds, both parents
will need to be involved in an ‘approved activity’ for at least eight hours per fortnight in order to
access the first tier of subsidy which provides 36 hours per fortnight or 18 hours per week.
The activity test is likely to create circumstances where children experience sudden reductions in
their access to subsidised early education, specifically if a low-income family has an increase in
income above $65,710 or if one parent’s work-related activity changes. The consequence is likely
to be that:
•
•

Some children from low-income families dip in and out eligibility to the base entitlement
through the year; and
Some middle-income families have fluctuating access to subsidy through the year.

As cost remains a key barrier to access for children from low and middle-income families we
would expect that these children would have their access to early learning interrupted as the cost
would become prohibitive without access to some subsidy.
Broad definitions of ‘approved activity’, for example including a wide range of volunteering as an
approved activity, will help some families maintain access to subsidies. However, in order to
secure a learning and development return on taxpayer investment, subsidies should be designed
to ensure that children from households that are most likely to experience insecure employment
or financial disadvantage maintain their access to early education.
The most vulnerable children, including those from low-income families, should maintain access
to early learning regardless of their family circumstances.
The Additional Child Care Subsidy will provide subsidy for individual children at ’serious risk of
abuse or neglect’ or in families experiencing ‘temporary financial hardship’. However, this
targeted subsidy is not a broad-base entitlement and has specific evidence requirements, ongoing
application and approval processes and/or some time limits with the final policy settings yet to be
defined. This may work to restrict access for the children likely to benefit most.

Provision and funding mechanisms: States and territories
The different patterns of access and provision across the jurisdictions reflects historical legacies
and community norms. For example, the low rate of 3-year-old preschool attendance in Tasmania
likely reflects its long history of provision and participation in school-based 4-year-old preschool.
This means that there is both limited provision of preschool within Long Day Care settings and
strong community norms around children attending preschool in the year they turn 4, but no
similar norm for 3 year olds.
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Conversely, the high rate of preschool participation of 3 year olds in New South Wales reflects a
regulatory requirement to employ early childhood teachers, which means a greater proportion of
younger children are exposed to Bachelor-qualified educators. And in the ACT, which, like
Tasmania, has a long history of free school-based preschool programs for 4 year olds, there is a
very high proportion of 3 year olds attending early education and care – which is likely reflective
of workforce participation drivers and specific employment conditions in the ACT.
Appendix D provides a more detailed overview of participation, policy and funding arrangements
for 3-year-old preschool in each jurisdiction, summarised here:
















New South Wales (38.2 per cent): Historically, NSW has had a higher proportion of early
childhood teachers in early education and care settings, which accounts for the high
proportion of 3 year olds in Long Day Care settings who are taught by an early childhood
teacher (and are therefore counted as attending preschool). Three year old Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children, holders of Health Care Cards and children with additional
needs are eligible for preschool subsidies. Until 2014, a much wider cohort of 3 year olds
were eligible for NSW Government funding to attend community preschools.
Victoria (7.1 per cent): Through the ‘Early Start Kindergarten’ program, Victoria provides 15
hours of free or low cost preschool for 3-year-old Aboriginal children and children known to
child protection. 13 In Victoria, 75 per cent of local councils operate some form of preschool
program for 3 year olds, mostly fee-based, and some non-government schools also provide 3year old preschool.
Queensland (15.7 per cent): In Queensland, 3 year olds are able to attend ‘year before
school’ preschool programs if there are spaces available. However, they receive no subsidy to
attend and fees are therefore high. Queensland has a few providers of fee-based dedicated 3
year old kindergarten programs. These services usually also offer the funded four year
kindergarten program.
South Australia (16.5 per cent): Aboriginal children and children under guardianship of the
Minister are funded to attend preschool once they turn 3. Children with additional needs may
access up to two terms of preschool prior to commencing in their eligible year of preschool if
a preschool has the capacity within existing resources. All children are able to start their 'year
before school' program one term, for one session a week, if they attending a government
preschool. This is intended to provide an introduction to preschool.
Western Australia (21.5 per cent): In WA, 3 year old kindergarten programs are largely
privately provided (either through Long Day Care services, community agencies, or local
government or non-government schools). The Kindilink program provides Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander 3 year olds and their parents with six hours of early learning per week.
Tasmania (5.0 per cent): Tasmania has some school-based preschool programs for 3 year
olds, and children transferring from interstate and highly gifted 3.5 year olds can be enrolled
in ‘year before school’ programs. The state-wide Launching into Learning program engages
families in their children’s learning (birth to age 4).
Northern Territory (14.3 per cent): The NT provides free preschool for all 3 year olds in
remote and very remote communities.
Australian Capital Territory (19 per cent): The ACT Government delivers free Koori preschool
programs for 3 to 5 year old Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. There are a

Victorian data for preschool programs not provided in Long Day Care centres only include 3 year old
children who have been approved to attend funded 4 year old kindergarten programs, and so do not
include children in other programs for 3 year olds (Steering Committee for the Review of Government
Service Provision 2016a).
13
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number of community established-and-run ‘playschools’ that provide (fee-based) programs
for 3 year olds, which may be delivered by an Early Childhood Teacher. Some Independent,
Catholic and government Early Childhood Schools also run 3-year-old programs, as well as five
ACT Government funded Koori preschool programs for up to 100 Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children aged 3-5 years.

Implications for design and delivery of a 3-year-old preschool program
This analysis of Australian data on the participation rates of 3 year olds in early education and
care, on existing policy and funding settings, and factors impacting access highlights several key
implications for the design and delivery of a 3-year-old preschool program:





Attending early education and care is the norm for two thirds of 3 year olds.
The children who stand to benefit most from a preschool program are the ones who
experience the greatest barriers to access.
It is necessary to address financial and attitudinal barriers.

The critical finding of this analysis, however, is that the high proportion of 3 year olds already
accessing ECEC suggests that the major opportunity presented by the implementation of
universal 3-year-old preschool is:



Firstly, to remove barriers to access for those not participating, and
Secondly, to clearly define the parameters of the learning program they receive, to ensure
that all 3 year olds have access to an adequate dose of a preschool program that meets the
quality thresholds that deliver high impact and significant returns on investment.

The cohorts most likely to be experiencing financial and non-financial barriers to access, and who
should be prioritised for access, include:


Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children,



Children known to child protection systems,



Children with disabilities or ongoing health or medical conditions,





Children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds or who are humanitarian
entrants, and
Children from the bottom two quintiles of family income.

The challenge in reaching these cohorts should not be underestimated, as demonstrated by
ongoing difficulties in meeting enrolment and attendance targets for vulnerable 4 year olds.
However, given the strength of the evidence about the benefits for these groups, it is appropriate
to focus effort and investment in this area.
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Part 2: Design and Delivery
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What is the best investment –
universal or targeted preschool?

One of the key debates in countries that are currently introducing or
expanding preschool provision is whether the priority is to invest in access
for all children, or to target resources at priority cohorts. This is a genuinely
challenging public policy issue, particularly in a context of budgetary
constraints. However, with two thirds of Australian 3 year olds already
accessing early education and care services, expanding preschool programs
for 3 year olds is an eminently achievable policy goal.
The universal or targeted debate is a threshold issue for this report’s analysis of how to design
and implement a 3-year-old preschool program within the existing Australian early education and
care landscape. This report takes the view that universal provision is ultimately the more efficient,
equitable and effective approach.
Australia has a strong existing platform, provided by the National Quality Framework and existing
provision of 4-year-old preschool, and clear implementation pathways established through the
National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access.
It is both appropriate and feasible to build on the platform provided by the existing service
system to provide quality universal access to preschool in the two years before formal schooling
begins. Accordingly, Part 2 of this report:








Provides the rationale for a universal approach and the implications for the design and
delivery of a 3-year-old preschool program in Australia;
Outlines the core elements of quality that are central to the design of the model, and
considers options for delivery;
Articulates the pathway to designing and implementing a 3-year-old preschool program,
highlighting the key success factors of the National Partnership Agreement on Universal
Access and lessons for 3-year-old preschool, key considerations for implementation, and
critical issues for decision-makers; and
Explores potential approaches for designing funding mechanisms.

The report does not aim to provide all the answers for delivering a 3-year-old preschool program
and it does not necessarily advocate for a particular model or approach. Building on the existing
service delivery system – a mix of government and non-government; not-for-profit and for-profit;
and sessional, Long Day Care and school-based settings – is the only practical way forward.
However, there is no simple, one-size-fits-all approach, especially given enormous diversity
between and within jurisdictions.
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Instead, this report aims to identify critical issues and flesh out potential answers, aligned with
evidence and in the context of what is achievable within existing service delivery platforms and
significant diversity between jurisdictions. Detailed modelling and jurisdictionally-specific
implementation planning will be necessary. Nonetheless, this paper sets out relevant options and
indicates an efficient and evidence-informed pathway forward.
The analysis is underpinned by five core design principles:









Efficient: An efficient use of limited resources and a clear rationale for public investment.
Universal: A proportionate universalism approach that consolidates early education and care
as a universal platform for all Australian children, with delivery strategies and investment
tailored to those experiencing barriers to access.
Evidenced: An evidence-informed approach to strengthening children’s developmental
outcomes, including a life-course lens that takes into account the long-term impacts of
investment in the early years.
Practical: Delivery approaches that meet the needs of families and the dual objectives of
strengthening child development outcomes and enabling parental workforce participation.
National: Harnessing the benefits of agreed national goals and a consistent approach,
combined with tailored implementation strategies.

The report takes the position that a universal model is the optimum strategy for maximising the
impact of existing and future infrastructure and investment. However, consistent with a
progressive universalism approach and the evidence that disadvantaged cohorts benefit most
from preschool, the investment approach should prioritise access for the children who will
benefit most.

Early education as a universal platform
Over the past 20 years, early education and care has been gradually developing as another
universal service delivery platform, alongside universal healthcare, the school education system
and Australia’s tax-transfer system. There has been a significant expansion of the proportion of
children attending early education and care services.
However, this expansion (and increase in government subsidy) has primarily been driven by
workforce participation imperatives, arguably with secondary consideration of child development
outcomes. This distinguishes Australia from many European countries, for whom early education
and care has long been a core element of their universal social platforms (and ably meeting both
child development and workforce participation objectives).
The National Partnership Agreement that extended preschool provision for all 4 year olds was the
first explicit and Australia-wide commitment to universal (though still non-compulsory) delivery of
early education. It was established as a universal entitlement – open to all children – on the basis
of the evidence of the long-term benefits of quality early education, recognition of the benefits of
a consistent national approach, and with an awareness that universality was an important lever
for communicating the importance of early education and engaging children from all families,
regardless of socio-economic background.
At the same time, the National Quality Framework sought to embed a shift from viewing ‘child
care’ as babysitting to recognising the importance of early learning. The National Quality
Framework ensures that all early childhood education and care has nationally consistent
minimum standards focused on children’s safety and wellbeing, and learning and development.
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Australia’s commitment to a universal approach to 4-year-old preschool partially aligned with the
OECD’s recommendations in the landmark report, Starting Strong, about early childhood
education and care priorities for governments:



Providing universal and appropriate access for all 3-6 year olds; and
Ensuring equitable access, so that all children have equal opportunities to attend quality
ECEC, regardless of family income, parental employment status, special educational needs or
ethnic/language background (OECD 2001, p. 75; 2006).

One of the key issues for Australia in progressing 3-year-old preschool programs is whether they
should be consolidated (and funded) as a universal service for all children, or if provision (and
public resources) should be targeted at the most disadvantaged.
Universal 3-year-old preschool would require a fundamentally different funding and
implementation approach to targeted delivery. For example:




Universal delivery would involve embedding a preschool program within the majority of
existing Long Day Care and sessional preschool settings. It brings the advantage of scale, and
would involve a collaborative, cross-sector approach to developing the capacity to deliver a
defined, consistent preschool dose in a sufficiently high-quality learning environment. The
development of learning resources and implementation of a new learning program would be
a sector-wide effort involving, for instance, inclusion of appropriate pedagogies for 3 year
olds within pre-service training programs and a national focus and market for professional
learning.
A targeted approach would involve identifying specific cohorts of children and focusing
provision and funding on this target group. This would likely require more localised solutions,
such as inclusion of 3 year olds in existing 4-year-old preschool rooms or place-based
strategies, and the development of a learning program would likely be a community or
centre-level initiative, mostly involving iterative change to existing programming and
leveraging existing resources.

The strengths and challenges associated with universal and targeted approaches are outlined in
Figure 24.

“A universal approach has the potential to improve things for children in all SES ranges
…[but] using a universal approach without addressing barriers to access, one that provides
the same service to all, can actually steepen the gradient, and create greater differences in
child outcomes between SES ranges. Targeting programs toward children who are most
vulnerable has the potential to reach children in the greatest need. But targeting also has
substantial challenges.
First, targeted solutions can reach the most vulnerable children in low SES ranges in a more
intensive way, and so possibly improve outcomes for these children. However, as the
largest number of vulnerable children are in the middle class, the majority of vulnerable
children are missed.
Second, targeting programs in itself does not eliminate barriers to access – barriers such as
the stigma associated with some programs continue to affect families. Targeting alone
then, does not flatten the social gradient overall and improve child outcomes across the
whole population.”
Human Early Learning Partnership (2016)
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Figure 24: Universal vs targeted approaches to 3-year-old preschool (Barnett, Brown & Shore
2004; Carey & Crammond 2014; Cascio & Whitmore Schanzenbach 2013b; Elliot 2006; Harrison
et al. 2012; Whitehurst 2013)

In their review of international policy settings around early childhood education and care,
Gambaro, Stewart and Waldfogel (2014) argue that a free and universal entitlement for all
children is the most effective strategy for ensuring population-wide access, pointing to the nearuniversal attendance rates in France and the UK and the limitations of targeted approaches such
as the US HeadStart program for reaching all (or even most) of the families they target.
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Universal approaches can also support the shifting of social norms around enrolment and
attendance, helping to normalise participation in early education. New Zealand’s introduction of
20 hours of free preschool for 3 to 5 year olds only increased headline participation rates slightly
(from 93.6 per cent in 2007 to 94.7 per cent in 2011). However, during this time, there was a 23
per cent increase in attendance hours (dosage). Additionally, 17 per cent of all parents and 30 per
cent of low-income parents made a decision to participate in preschool as a direct result of the
policy (May 2014, p. 157).
There is a complex trade-off between the expense of universal delivery and an approach that
targets resources at those with the greatest need and where the greatest impact can be achieved.
Gambaro, Stewart and Waldfogel (2014) note that:
“While universal policies appear to be most effective at reaching the disadvantaged,
they are clearly expensive for government: in order to reach a relatively small group
of children, the state pays for provision for many others who would attend anyway.
Thus in England, increasing enrolment from around 60% to more than 90% of threeyear-olds has been achieved at the cost of extending funding to cover all 90%”
(Gambaro, Stewart & Waldfogel 2014, p. 220).
Yet, they suggest that given the long-term gains that quality early education can deliver
“subsidising children from richer backgrounds in order to reach all children may be seen as a
sensible social investment that will deliver a pay-off in the long run” (Stewart et al. 2014, p. 220).
However, it is not clear that universal provision has to be free in order to achieve the desired
attendance rates and child development outcomes. A universal system that pays for targeted
initiatives by providing subsidised rather than free access for the rest of the population may
deliver the same outcome (Stewart et al. 2014, p. 221).
Stewart et al. (2014, p. 240) suggest that the “cross-country evidence makes a strong case for
transparent income-related fees where universal free provision is not possible”. Certainly, this
appears to be the most pragmatic approach in the current fiscal context, where there are
pressures to reduce public expenditure across the board.
In Quality Early Education for All, the Mitchell Institute argues against perpetuating the
fragmentation and inequity of the current service system, in which programs or interventions are
often only available in selected centres, in some locations, for some people. This report suggests
that one of the fundamental limitations of many social policy interventions in Australia is that
“they are often only accessible to a tiny fraction of the children who need them, and therefore
cannot shift outcomes at a population level” (O'Connell et al. 2016, p. 42).
There are several underpinning principles that inform the debate between universal versus
targeted approaches:








Efficiency – in the context of limited resources, where can public investment have the
greatest impact?
Evidence – is there evidence to support prioritising some population cohorts over others, or
evidence of differential impacts?
Effectiveness – what service delivery approaches are most effective in reaching and engaging
the target population/s?
Equity – what funding and delivery approaches produce the most equitable outcomes?

Applying these principles to the specific context of 3-year-old preschool programs in Australia,
and in light of the evidence about the conditions that support access and impact, this paper
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argues that a universal approach is the most appropriate strategy for introducing 3-year-old
preschool.

Efficiency






The opportunity for significant return on investment lies with lifting the school readiness and
academic achievement of disadvantaged children, and strengthening their foundational social
and emotional competencies (with dividends evident throughout the life course).
The foundation of a universal platform already exists. Two thirds of 3 year olds are already
accessing early education and care utilising existing subsidies and payment mechanisms. The
National Quality Framework is lifting the quality of early-learning programs children are
receiving. The additional effort and investment required will relate to targeting the children
currently missing out because of barriers to access and ensuring other children currently in
the system are receiving an adequate dosage of a high-quality program.
There is evidence that advantaged children also benefit from high-quality early-childhood
programs, albeit not as greatly (AEDC 2014; Schulman & Barnett 2005). The fact that all
children can benefit from preschool reduces the potential inefficiencies of universal provision.

Evidence








The evidence indicates that all children gain some benefit from preschool, although the
largest impacts and the greatest benefit accrue to children experiencing disadvantage.
The impact of preschool on disadvantaged children is greater if they are in a mixed cohort of
children from diverse backgrounds (Bartik 2014; Sylva et al. 2004b, p. iv).
High-quality early education matters for all children, and a substantial proportion of
Australian 3-year-old children currently in early education and care, are not receiving a
sufficiently high-quality experience or a sufficiently robust learning program (or an adequate
dosage to be beneficial).
Preschool is a proven strategy for reducing developmental vulnerability. AEDC data shows
that children who attended preschool were nearly a third less likely to be developmentally
vulnerable in their first year of school, with this relationship holding across all socio-economic
quintiles (Goldfeld et al. 2016; Sayers et al. 2012).

Effectiveness






Universal platforms offer one of the best strategies for normalising attendance of all children
as well as shifting community norms and beliefs about the role and importance of early
education (evident in near-universal enrolment in 4-year-old preschool).
Universal preschool provides a non-stigmatising and shared community platform that all
children can access.
Most children attend early education and care settings within a few kilometres of their home
(Cloney et al. 2015) and the extensive geographical reach and coverage of existing child care
centres is more likely to be accessible to children within the target population (not all of
whom live in areas of concentrated disadvantage).

Equity


A key objective for early years’ policy in Australia ought to be reducing the socio-economic
gradient evident in AEDC data. This data demonstrates that children with vulnerabilities are
spread through all communities, and that place-based approach targeting only the lowest
socio-economic communities is likely to miss many children who would benefit from
preschool.
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Additional resources are needed to effectively meet the needs of disadvantaged children and
their families.
Means testing is an established principle in Australia and underpins the structure and design
of our social protection system. It is likely to be an acceptable funding approach for 3-year-old
preschool, particularly in the context of the foreseeable fiscal environment in Australia.

This paper takes the view that further strengthening the existing universal preschool platform
yields the most significant benefits, and argues that a proportionate universalism approach that
prioritises public investment in children with greater levels of need is the optimum approach.

‘Proportionate universalism’ provides a means of delivering targeted
services from a universal base to best close the outcome gap … for some
children a different ‘dose’ or ‘intensity’ of a universal program is required,
although the children still fundamentally receive a version of the universal
program.
This approach enables much broader targeting that avoids the usual
problem of programs being too targeted and missing most of the
population who could really benefit.

Harrison et al. (2012)

Design considerations for universal 3-year-old preschool
Designing a universally available preschool program, that also targets additional resources and
support to the children and families that require additional investment, is the key challenge.
One of the critical issues is where to set thresholds for access to increased subsidies (and ideally
to increased dosage) in a way that balances efficiency, evidence, effectiveness and equity.
There are currently approximately 300,000 3-year-old children in Australia. The data on the socioeconomic status of 4 year olds in Preschool Education, Australia suggests that there are
approximately 20 per cent of children in each quintile, although some jurisdictions have very
different patterns and distributions of disadvantage (Figure 25).
Figure 25: 4 year old children enrolled in a preschool program, by SEIFA (ABS 2016c, p. Table 8)
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Socio-economic status is not the only indicator of disadvantage (and not the only indicator of
need for high-quality early education), but the distribution of developmental vulnerability evident
in AEDC data (Figure 27) nonetheless shows a sharp socio-economic gradient. A child’s risk of
developmental vulnerability is directly correlated with their family’s socio-economic status,
making it an appropriate indicator of where targeted initiatives should be directed.
Figure 27: Percentage of children developmentally vulnerable on AEDC, by SEIFA and AEDC
domain (AEDC 2016)
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This data also highlights that only targeting the 20 per cent of children in the lowest quintile will
not be adequate for substantially shifting population-level outcomes (Schulman & Barnett 2005).
As Barnett (2009, p. 2) notes:
“In sheer numbers, there are actually more middle class (defined as the middle three
income quintiles) children who enter kindergarten poorly prepared to succeed than
there are poor children who do so … the effects [of preschool] on the middle class,
while somewhat smaller than those for disadvantaged children, are large enough to
be meaningful and to produce long-term payoffs that would offset the costs of
providing them with quality preschool education.”
Establishing a preschool program that was only available to the most disadvantaged children
would be a missed opportunity to strengthen developmental outcomes across the population.
Instead, a strategy that makes preschool available to all children, and targets resources and
investment in reducing financial and non-financial barriers to access for children in the bottom
two quintiles, is justified. Targeting the bottom two socio-economic quintiles would represent
around 40 per cent of the total 3-year-old population, or around 100,000 children. Figure 28
shows that around half of all children experiencing developmental vulnerability are in the bottom
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two quintiles (48 per cent of those with at least one domain of vulnerability, and 53 per cent of
those with vulnerabilities in more than one domain).
Figure 28: Number of children developmentally vulnerable in one or more domain (Vul 1) or
two or more domains (Vul 2) by socio-economic quintile, 2015 (AEDC 2016, p. 33) 14
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Consideration should also be given to how best meet the needs of the approximately 5 per cent
of children experiencing multiple and complex forms of disadvantage (including children known
to the child protection system) who are likely to require much more intensive provision of the
highest quality. 15
The basic structure of a ‘progressive’ universalism model is outlined in Figure 29, which highlights
the ideal minimum dosage (reflecting the evidence outlined in Part 1) and the approximate
number of children in each cohort.

Total numbers derived from number of children with valid scores and reported proportion of children in
each quintile with developmental vulnerability.
15
In Quality Early Education for All, one of the Mitchell Institute’s key recommendations is to invest in
scaling up evidence-based, high-intensity programs for the children most at risk of developmental
vulnerability. These children require higher quality provision than they would receive in usual care, as “in
the typical programs and in the absence of no specific additional supports or interventions, our analyses
support the finding that children with low baseline scores tend to remain below the level of ability expected
for their age two years later” (Tayler, Cloney & Niklas 2015, p. 58).
14
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Figure 29: Applying progressive universalism to 3-year-old preschool in Australia

Place-based universalism
A place-based approach to universalism may be another strategy for combining the benefits of
universalism and targeted provision. The Abbott Pre-K preschool program in New Jersey
illustrates that this approach can be highly effective (Barnett et al. 2013). This could involve
working with local government areas or large regions experiencing higher levels of disadvantage,
implementing 3-year-old preschool programs for all children within that region, and providing
specific subsidies to address financial and non-financial barriers to 3 year olds in the bottom two
quintiles.
In a context of limited resources, and a thin Australian evidence-base, this may be an appropriate
strategy for directing investment to where it can have the most impact and is most likely to reach
the children with the greatest need, while retaining the benefits of universalism (particularly the
reduction in stigma, the availability of appropriate programs at all local centres, mixed cohorts of
children, and shifting community norms). This approach would also offer the opportunity for a
quasi-experimental impact study, which could provide the evidence to inform decisions about
national scale up.
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Design of a 3-year-old preschool
program

Investment in early education only produces positive population-wide
impacts on child development through high-quality programs, delivered at a
sufficient dosage, over an adequate period of time. To ensure a positive
return on this investment, the design parameters of any 3-year-old
preschool program must deliver to the elements of quality necessary for a
substantial and sustained impact on children’s development.
This section is organised around key elements of process and structural quality and focuses on
the task of charting the most efficient and cost-effective path to the overarching aim of improving
child development outcomes though expanded access to two years of high-quality preschool
programs.
This section reflects the evidence outlined in Part 1, and identifies the key issues around
structural and process quality in the context of the existing Australian system and context.
There are genuinely challenging trade-offs to be made around quality and affordability, a
challenge that is more difficult in the absence of robust Australian data to reliably guide
investment decisions. The task of public policy is to balance competing priorities to achieve the
best outcome possible.
The potential delivery approaches and potential alternatives outlined here aim to build on the
existing service system and quality infrastructure to suggest practical pathways to
implementation (Figure 30).
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Figure 30: Summary of key considerations for the design and delivery of a 3-year-old preschool
program
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Elements of quality early education
Process elements shape the dynamics of daily occurrences in early education settings, such as:
o

children’s interactions and engagement with caregivers; children’s interactions with other
children; learning opportunities, including structured and scaffolding activities and informal
processes such as language stimulation; and health and safety measures.

Structural factors facilitate these interactions and learning activities, such as:
o

educator to child ratios; the size of each group of children; and the formal education and
training of caregivers (Ishimine, Tayler & Thorpe 2009; Taggart et al. 2014; Vandell, D &
Woolfe 2000).

Structural elements set the conditions that facilitate and enable the enriched educator-child
interactions and attention to learning and development that drive improvement in children’s
outcomes (O'Connell et al. 2016).

Structural elements of quality provision
The structural elements of quality provision are both the preconditions for process quality and
the primary driver of the cost of early education and care; they are where the critical decisions
about the quality and affordability trade-offs become evident.
This section outlines key elements of structural quality – dosage, ratios, qualifications, and
settings and resources. It outlines the key considerations and options, as well as the rationale and
available evidence for the setting of minimum standards.
Largely, it recommends maintaining the existing requirements under the National Quality
Framework, with a focus on elements known to influence quality within an effective preschool
program.

Dosage
The number of hours of quality early education that children are exposed to (hours per
week/weeks per year) is one of the most
important keys for unlocking the potential impact
“The challenge to public policy is
of investing in early education. Public investment
how to ensure that children enter
in early education should be calibrated to enable
the ECEC system early enough, for
and incentivise children to attend for the
minimum number of hours needed to make a
a sufficient period of time on a
difference in their developmental outcomes.
weekly basis and at high enough
The National Partnership Agreement on Universal
Access set a very specific dosage target of 15
hours per week (later amended to 600 per year in
recognition of non-traditional delivery
mechanisms, such as mobile preschool). 16

quality to make a positive
difference to their learning and life
trajectories.”
E4Kids (2012)

As noted previously, the benchmark of 15 hours per week was based on evidence from the UK’s EPPE
study, which found that part-time attendance was an adequate dosage for most children (i.e. they found
limited marginal benefit from greater attendance) (Loeb et al. 2007; Sylva et al. 2004a). It appears that
disadvantaged children may benefit from more regular and intensive provision, ideally around 30 hours per
week. This aligns with research on early education programs targeted at highly disadvantaged children
16
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Currently available evidence broadly supports a minimum dosage of 15 hours for 3 year olds,
aiming for greater exposure (three-four days per week) for more vulnerable children.
In line with the principle of practical delivery approaches that work for families, providers should
have flexibility around the structure and delivery of 3-year-old preschool programs (i.e. delivering
two full days or multiple shorter sessions, depending on the needs and preferences of their
community and on the approach that best supports financially viability).

Educator to child ratios
Educator to child ratios are a key contributor to quality as they are a primary enabler of the
responsive interactions and sustained shared thinking instances that best support and scaffold
children’s learning (Early Childhod Australia 2013; Huntsman 2008; Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002).
They are also one of the key costs in preschool programs, as wages constitute at least 60 per cent
of providers’ expenses (Brennan 2012; Productivity Commission 2014b).
Due to the complex interactions between ratios, qualifications and group size in influencing
children’s outcomes, there is insufficient granular Australian data to definitely determine an
optimum educator-to-child ratio for 3-year-old preschool programs.
However, considerable analysis and consultation went into setting the current minimum ratio
requirements under the National Quality Standard (Figure 31). Applying these ratio requirements
to a 3-year-old preschool program will ensure an adequate minimum standard and this is
considered to be the most appropriate approach based on available evidence and practice.
Figure 31: Educator to Child ratios established for 3 to 5 year old children under the National
Quality Standard (ACECQA 2016a)
From 36 months to preschool age
State
Australian Capital Territory
New South Wales
Northern Territory
Queensland
South Australia
Tasmania
Victoria
Western Australia

Ratio
1:11
1:10
1:11
1:11
1:10 for centre-based services other than a preschool
1:10 for disadvantaged preschools
1:11 for preschools other than a disadvantaged preschool
1:10
2:25 for children attending a preschool program
1:11
1:10

Qualifications
As discussed in Part 1, there is clear evidence that educator quality makes a significant difference
to children’s outcomes. As such, there is a general consensus that minimum qualification
requirements are the simplest proxy for ensuring minimum levels of educator quality.
Like educator to child ratios, educator qualifications are currently regulated under the NQF and
are also a significant driver of the cost of delivering a preschool program.

(such as the Abecedarian approach), in which around four days per week appears to be optimum (Campbell
et al. 2012).
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In determining minimum qualification requirements for a 3-year-old preschool program, it is
important to consider the strength of the evidence as well the current policy landscape. In
relation to educator skills and qualifications, the following factors are important to note:










Transitional provisions under the NQS mean that many educators have not yet attained the
qualification they are counted under. For example, the current Early Childhood Teacher (ECT)
and Diploma qualification requirements are still being embedded, with many educators
‘working towards’ or part-way through their qualifications.
Under the NQF, centre-based services over a certain size will be required to employ an
additional Early Childhood Teacher in 2020. This may provide greater flexibility in delivering 3
and 4-year-old preschool programs that are led by an Early Childhood Teacher.
There is increasing capacity and capability in the workforce, as more Diploma-level educators
complete their qualifications, and also as existing Diploma-level educators build their
expertise and as the NQF continues to be embedded through the continuous improvement
framework.
Ongoing workforce challenges in attracting and retaining Early Childhood Teachers and
Diploma qualified educators, largely due to pay and conditions.
Jurisdictional variability in existing qualification requirements and 4-year-old preschool
delivery. For example, NSW already has multiple Early Childhood Teachers.

Skilled educators • Have deep knowledge of how children develop and learn
• Are able to respond to children’s interests, strengths and needs
• Are skilled in guiding children’s behaviour
• Use different strategies and plan for individual differences
• Understand children learn through relationships
• Foster learning dispositions in children which in turn develop thinking
skills, attentiveness, language skills and sociability
• Are skilled at building relationships and forming partnerships with
families
• Are more likely to stay in the sector and within a service, reducing
change and inconsistency (when they are appropriately paid and
supported).
Early Childhod Australia (2013)
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By 1 January 2020
When Long Day Care and preschool services are provided to 60 to 80 children on any given day, the
service must ensure that a second early childhood teacher is in attendance for:
o three hours on that day (for a service that operates for 50 or more hours per week); or
o 30 per cent of the operating hours (for a service that operates for less than 50 hours per week).
A service may choose to comply with these requirements by engaging a second early childhood
teacher for half of the full-time equivalent hours at the service.
When Long Day Care and preschool services are provided to more than 80 children on any given
day, the service must ensure that a second early childhood teacher is in attendance for:
o six hours on that day (for a service that operates for 50 or more hours per week); or
o 60 per cent of the operating hours (for a service that operates for less than 50 hours per week).
A service may choose to comply with these requirements by engaging a second full-time equivalent
early childhood teacher.
ACECQA (2016d)

The second Early Childhood Teacher, due to commence in many services from 2020, should be
utilised to deliver preschool programs for 3 year olds. A program led by experienced Diploma
qualified educator, with appropriate support from an Early Childhood Teacher, may be a viable
interim or transitional measure. 17
These approaches allow individual jurisdictions to consider their individual workforce challenges
and opportunities, and to develop localised responses in developing their implementation plans.
The roll-out and impact of this approach would need to be closely monitored, given the
importance of quality thresholds for return on investment in this space. If program quality was
insufficiently high, the additional expenditure would not be worthwhile. Caution should be
applied in ramping up the proportion of 3 year olds attending preschool if minimum levels of
quality cannot be guaranteed.

Settings and resourcing
Access to a high-quality preschool program for all 3 year old children will require an expansion of
capacity within the sector as a whole to accommodate the 40 per cent of children currently in
exclusive parental or informal care. It will also require careful analysis of the quality of the
program and current dosage being delivered to the two thirds of 3 year olds already accessing
early education and care (which is likely to be at least 15 hours for many children).

17

Educators currently classified under the NQS as Diploma level, but who have not yet completed their
qualifications, would not be recommended, given the importance of quality thresholds in securing a return
on investment. However, a phased implementation timeframe could be considered to build an
appropriately skilled and qualified workforce.
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While the structural and process quality parameters of a preschool program for 3 year olds should
be clearly defined, services should have a high degree of flexibility to deliver preschool programs
in ways that meet the needs of their local community, including demand, within those
parameters. For example, in practice the following delivery options could be considered:






Long Day Care: The program may be embedded within an existing Long Day Care program.
This would meet the needs of working families and could accommodate the variable drop-off
and pick up times used by working families. Depending on parental demand and attendance
patterns, the LDC could offer the program across three days at the beginning of the week and
two days at the end of the week with hours per day structured to ensure children receive 600
hours of preschool over the course of the year – including a break for holidays. The service
would structure the session times to ensure rostering of a consistent lead educator (Early
Childhood Teacher or diploma qualified educator) and consistent assistant for core groups of
3-year old children. Outside of the preschool program hours, the regular Long Day Care
program would be delivered.
Sessional Preschool: The program may be delivered as a stand-alone sessional program for 3
year olds that broadly matches the current delivery models for 4 year olds. In this scenario,
services could offer 15 hours of preschool program per week for 40 weeks per year. The 15
hours per week could be structured in a variety of ways, such as a five-day fortnight, two 7.5
hour days, or five three-hour days. Depending on current 4-year-old preschool capacity, this
may be an efficient way of maximising resource utilisation.
Mixed-age cohort: In markets or services where there is an insufficient population of 3 year
old children, it may be appropriate to offer a combined 3 and 4-year-old preschool program in
either LDC or stand-alone preschool settings, with additional teacher support and resourcing
as required.

Different delivery approaches will be required in each jurisdiction, with each state and territory
facing unique implementation challenges in expanding provision. For example:




In states and territories with extensive school-based preschool provision, it may be necessary
to foster more extensive provision through Long Day Care (for example, given the enormous
capital investment that would be required to build additional facilities for 3 year olds), or to
support the development of community-based preschools.
In states and territories with a mix of sessional preschool and Long Day Care preschool
provision, targeted strategies are likely to be necessary to expand the number of places
available in both sectors and to support and incentivise new delivery models that meet the
needs of modern families.

Although some areas may require additional capital investment to create sufficient places, in
many areas it will be possible to utilise existing 3-year-old rooms in Long Day Care centres and to
organise sessional preschools to maximise use of existing facilities. Vacancy data shows a long
term trend of vacancies in Long Day Care services and anecdotally, these vacancies tend to be in
the 3-5 years age group (rather than younger children) (Australian Government Department of
Education and Training 2016).
Data on the expansion of provision for 4-year-old preschool shows that most of the growth in
provision in the past four years has occurred in the Long Day Care sector (Figure 32). This is likely
to reflect a number of factors, including improving quality standards in Long Day Care settings as
well as greater proportions of working families needing the additional flexibility offered by Long
Day Care in order for their child to access a high-quality preschool program. There has also been
some growth in non-government schools offering Long Day Care based preschool programs.
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Figure 32: Enrolment in preschool programs in the year before school by sector (ABS 2013, p.
Table 5; 2014, p. Table 3; 2015b, p. Table 4; 2016b, p. Table 15)
Years

2012
2013
2014
2015
Change
2012-15

% enrolled
govt
Preschool

26%
21%
22%
19%
-6%

% enrolled
non-govt
Preschool

% enrolled
LDC

36%
34%
31%
28%

38%
42%
44%
47%

-8%

+9%

% enrolled
LDC &
Preschool

2%
3%
4%
5%

Total
number
enrolled
255,170

304,153

87%
97%
96%
100%

+48,983

+13%

288,052
289,730

+3%

Total %
enrolled

There is likely capacity to expand provision for 3 year old children within Long Day Care settings,
although it would be important to carefully monitor the quality of this expansion. ACECQA data
indicates that there is a higher proportion of Long Day Care providers rated ‘Working Towards’
the National Quality Standard than preschool and kindergarten providers (Figure 33).
Long Day Care services receive a quality rating for the whole of their provision (from birth
through to their preschool program), so these quality ratings are not necessarily a reflection of
the quality of their preschool programs specifically. Yet, given the importance of meeting quality
thresholds to adequately support children’s outcomes and return on investment, quality
provision must be a key consideration. It would be expected that the overall quality of the Long
Day Care services will continue to increase as the National Quality Framework is further
embedded and existing transitional provisions, particularly in relation to qualifications
requirements, lapse.
ACECQA reports that a higher proportion of preschools in Government schools (35 per cent) and
Catholic schools (41 per cent) do not meet the National Quality Standard compared to
community-run services (23 per cent) (ACECQA 2016b, p. 11), although school-based preschools
in WA and Tasmania are not reported in the National Quality Framework Assessment and Ratings
process.
Figure 33: Quality ratings by centre-based service sub-type, August 2016 (ACECQA 2016c, p. 13)

Preschool/Kindergarte
n

Long Day Care

12%

35%

32%

Working towards NQS

53%

41%
Meeting NQS

27%
Exceeding NQS

The implementation process should work with and build on existing platforms and provision
models as appropriate, with a focus on the desired outcomes and sufficient flexibility for each
jurisdiction to develop options and pathways to deliver those outcomes.
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The funding mechanisms chosen for 3-year-old preschool should endeavour to avoid distorting
the market by favouring particular delivery settings (as long as quality standards are met). For
example, the Productivity Commission recommended that preschool be funded through a perchild subsidy that is paid regardless of whether the child attends Long Day Care or
sessional/school-based preschool (Productivity Commission 2014a, p. 30).
In all jurisdictions, consideration of ensuring sufficient places for all 3 and 4 year olds attending
preschool and ensuring cost is not a barrier to access should be a key focus in planning and
development processes.

Group size and consistency
Currently, the average group size for 3 year old rooms is around 20-22 children (with an educator
to child ratio of 1:10/11), and it is recommended that this be maintained. The physical
infrastructure of early childhood education and care is built around this group size, and there
would be limited scope for change without extensive additional capital works.
Another key consideration is the consistency of the relationships children develop in their
preschool programs. Models developed for 3-year-old preschool programs should be mindful of
the opportunity to maintain consistent peer groups wherever possible. Emerging evidence about
the benefits of peer learning among 3 to 5 year olds includes increased opportunities for peer-topeer learning, building stronger relationships, facilitating smooth transitions and reducing
complexity in educator programming.

Process elements of quality provision
This section considers two critical contributors to process quality: the nature of the learning
program provided for 3-year-old children, and the professional learning support required by the
sector to effectively scale up the provision of preschool for 3 year olds.
In research, as well as in the literature on developmental milestones and in early education
practice, 3 year olds are often considered part of a broad 3-5 age group. However, one of the
benefits of developing a dedicated preschool program for 3 year olds specifically will be the
opportunity to identify the elements of a quality
“The best way to learn how to
learning program that responds to the
developmental stages, learning needs and
become a competent 4-year-old
interests, fine and gross motor skills and
learner is to embrace the joys and
particular circumstances of 3-year-old children.
wonders of being a 3 year old. We
This currently exists for 4 year olds, as preschool
programs have been developed with the
shouldn’t be tempted to rush
developmental and learning needs of 4 year olds
children through any parts of their
in mind.

childhood as it will not improve
outcomes.”

Without the focus on the specific developmental
stage and circumstances of 3 year olds, there is a
risk that 3 year olds will be offered either a
Dr Anne Kennedy
learning experience ‘pushed down’ from the 4year-old curriculum or a ‘sped up’ learning
experience – neither of which is likely to lead to the desired learning and development outcomes.
Research on early numeracy, for example, points to “continuity in the development of
mathematics skills from infancy, with more complex mathematical ideas building on earlier
representations” (Reid 2016, p. 6). This research also highlights the interplay between social and
emotional skills and readiness to learn numeracy skills. Behavioural regulation (including
attention and inhibitory control) and working memory are both linked with early numeracy
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achievement (Reid 2016; Weiland, Christina, Barata & Yoshikawa 2014). Learning in preschool
requires children to “recall, apply, and associate new knowledge in different classroom activities,”
and these actions are cognitive social and emotional skills that are developing significantly
between ages 3 and 5 (Weiland, Christina, Barata & Yoshikawa 2014). These elements of
‘executive functioning’ are neurobiological in nature – they are part of how brains develop in this
critical window (Weiland, Christina, Barata & Yoshikawa 2014). This highlights that it is not
appropriate, desirable or effective to simply deliver a 4-year-old curriculum to younger children.
Another key benefit of delivering two years of preschool programs is the ability to better respond
to the learning and development needs of individual 3 and 4-year-old children. It provides more
scope to stretch and extend children in the areas they are relatively advanced, and to provide
additional time and support in the areas where they would benefit from it.

Curriculum and pedagogy
Three year olds are very curious, keen and enthusiastic explorers of everything and everywhere.
They learn best through active, hands-on approaches and with the support of more skilled but
responsive and respectful adults or educators.
The intent of delivering 3-year-old preschool programs is to ensure all 3 year olds experience a
rich and developmentally-appropriate learning environment. This should be a learning
environment that enables them to develop the skills that allow them to become confident
learners, to manage their emotions and behaviour, and to build positive peer relationships. These
learning and development opportunities provide the foundations for future success.
The nature of the learning program that children are offered in a 3-year-old preschool program is,
therefore, critical to the effectiveness and impact of investment in this space.
The Early Years Learning Framework, which currently supports 4-year-old preschool, also provides
an effective and appropriate overarching framework for 3-year-old preschool programs (COAG
2009a).
Established in 2009 and a core part of the National Quality Framework, the EYLF articulates a
shared Australian approach to early years’ pedagogy. It informs current practice in both
preschools and early education and care settings more broadly. The embedding of a common
national pedagogical framework for the early years is a significant achievement and it is well
supported across the sector.
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In order to ensure that the learning program provided to 3 year olds is developmentally
appropriate, of sufficiently and consistently high quality, and appropriately aligned with existing
preschool programs, it would be beneficial to develop
Becoming, Being and Belonging: An
resources to guide educators in the practical
Early Years Learning Framework for
implementation of the EYLF in a 3-year-old preschool
Australia
program.
In particular, it would be beneficial to develop program
documents or guides, aligned with the EYLF, that provide
more detailed information on the desired outcomes,
learning approach and structure of 3 and 4-year-old
preschool programs to:








Help ensure the 3-year-old preschool program is ageappropriate and utilises pedagogical practices and
learning activities that align with the developmental
stages experienced by 3 year olds;

Outcome 1: Children have a strong sense
of identity
Outcome 2: Children are connected with
and contribute to their world
Outcome 3: Children have a strong sense
of wellbeing
Outcome 4: Children are confident and
involved learners

Outcome 5: Children are effective
Enable an appropriate progression and scaffolding of
communicators
learning and development opportunities between 3
and 4-year-old preschool (so that 3-year-old children
do not simply experience a ‘pushed down’ curriculum or experience the same learning
program twice);
Provide support to educators and help build their capacity to deliver a high-quality preschool
program for 3 and 4 year olds; and
Support a nationally consistent approach to children’s early learning, while enabling flexibility
to tailor the learning program to the needs and priorities of individual children and local
communities.

There is a great deal of variation in children’s learning and development between the ages of 3
and 5, and any guidance should be firmly aligned with the EYLF’s focus on child-centred learning
and would support rather than replace the professional judgement and expertise of early
childhood educators. A preschool program for 3 year olds should also complement initiatives for
the inclusion and support of children with additional needs, such as the Inclusion Support
Program and various state-based programs.
There is likely to be limited community support in Australia for 3-year-old preschool if it is
perceived to be channelling young children into ‘school-like’ environments. 18 The ability to
communicate how the 3-year-old preschool program is developmentally appropriate, grounded in
play-based, inquiry-focused pedagogies that support social and emotional development, is
critical.
Understanding the requirements and nature of a developmentally appropriate learning program
for 3 year olds will also provide information about the extent to which there needs to be an
additional investment in learning resources (indoor and outdoor equipment and resources) to
enable existing Long Day Care and sessional preschool services to offer new dedicated programs
designed specifically for 3 year olds.

Distinguishing features of a 3-year-old preschool program

For instance, there has been a degree of community resistance to a recent Tasmanian proposal to lower
the school starting age to 5, on the basis that highly formalised learning is not appropriate for young
children (Armstrong 2016; Holderness-Roddam 2016; Walsh, J 2016).

18
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Many of the features of a preschool program for 3 year olds may, at first glance, seem similar to
4-year-old preschool. However, different approaches to practice and programming are needed
for 3 year olds in order to achieve learning and development outcomes and to set children up for
success in 4-year-old preschool.










Approaches to programming: Three year olds are eager to try and master new skills, such as
how to climb up the stairs of the slide, how to propel themselves on a swing, how to paint,
draw, or to build with blocks. Mastery learning requires opportunities to practise things again
and again, with the support and encouragement of others. This suggests that constantly
changing the experiences that are provided is not in children’s best interests. Three year olds
will want to revisit activities or experiences over and over and, while the adults may be
‘bored’, the children will find them interesting because they want to master the learning or
skill that is involved. Thinking about a children’s learning as a continuum from emerging to
mastery is important when planning for preschool program for 3 year olds.
Group time: Three year olds like to be in small groups for learning experiences such as
reading stories, singing, dancing or movement. Large groups can overwhelm 3 year olds and
place unfair demands on their listening skills and capacity to be actively engaged in the group
experience. In small groups, educators are able to include every child in the experience to
maximise the children’s learning opportunities. While there may be circumstances where the
whole group would come together, those occasions are best kept to a minimum. The best
way for a 3 year old to learn about how to become a member of a larger group is to be fully
engaged and active in many small group experiences as this builds the skills and confidence
they will need to be a contributing member of a larger group.
Learning experiences: A shorter attention span is one of the critical differences between 3
and 4 year old children. To respond to this, experienced teachers of 3 year olds know the
importance of planning and offering fewer but richer and more engaging experiences that will
capture children’s interest and sustain their attention. Putting out lots of activities can
encourage children to ‘flit’ from one thing to another which works against learning
dispositions educators are seeking to develop in 3 year olds such as how to persist, stay on
task or to solve problems. The presence of a supportive, co-learner and more experienced
player (often adult educator) along with interesting, open-ended or ‘rich’ materials such as
large blocks, sand, water, dress-ups, clay, construction sets, for example will help younger
children to engage in the experience and to sustain their interest.
Daily routines: Three year olds are interested in everyday routines, which provide great
opportunities for learning about concepts, the sequence of events (i.e. the sequence of
getting dressed in the morning) and learning about being a contributor and learning
independence. Involving 3 year olds in everyday routines and experiences such as dressing,
meal times and transitions is powerful learning for them. Three year olds are capable of
following simple instructions and sequences (first, we run the bath…). In group settings, 3
year olds have less capacity for waiting for things to be organised or ready, which means
educators need to plan ahead and be organised and where possible involve the children in
getting ready for routines such as meal times or rest time.
Language and literacy learning: One of the features of 3 year olds moving from toddlerhood
is the flourishing of their expressive and receptive language skills and becoming more creative
in their use of language including through developing sentences and asking questions.
Immersing 3 year olds in meaningful conversations, listening carefully and responding to their
communication and interactions with us, reinforces their confidence as communicators.
Tuning 3 year olds into the rhythms and sounds of language will support extending their
language skills, and lay the foundations for more formal learning. For 3 year olds, this may
include being immersed in literacy and they may start documenting marks to describe who is
in a painting or single alphabet letters that are often considered by the child as whole words.
Educators may provide lots of opportunity for children to be exposed to written text but not
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necessarily encourage the physical act of writing as this would be dependent on children’s
fine motor skills and strength. These foundations would be built on in 4-year-old preschool,
where there is more of a focus on supporting children to have familiarity with narrative
structures; translate information from one medium to another; ability to recall information
and sequence (cognitive); memory and mentally map main events of a story. Children
learning English as an additional language are likely to require a specific focus, including
supporting their comprehension and oral language and developing their confidence and skills
engaging with their peers and educators (Clarke 2009).




Numeracy, science and tech: As children develop their language skills, this supports basic
numeracy concepts such as counting, sorting, classifying, comparing and patterning as well as
embedding mathematical language. Children’s natural curiosity often leads to play-based
inquiry of basic science concepts, which can be explored by educators through questioning,
hypothesising and otherwise scaffolding children’s everyday experiences. As young children
grow older they are also increasingly using digital technology. Concepts of technology and the
internet can be built in similar and intentional ways to help provide a foundation for digital
literacy.
Outdoor Play: As their upper body strength develops, outdoor play provides opportunities for
3 year olds to master new skills and build their confidence. Consistency in outdoor play
experiences is necessary to provide younger children with ongoing opportunities to master
new physical skills, whereas for older children the focus tends to be on building speed and
tackling complexity. For a preschool program for 3 year olds, obstacle courses may include
the use of low levels of height, with simple structures about balance or stepping action rather
than a combination of both. Children may need additional assistance, such as a teacher
holding the hand of the child, or standing close by for support and encouragement, with
changes to the course made once children have had plenty of opportunities to learn the new
skill. Similarly, while older children may enjoy playing more sophisticated ball games which
include complex rules and objectives, motion and endurance, ball games for 3-year-old
children will focus on the skill development of catching and throwing to support accuracy of
ball direction.

Implications for resourcing
Differences in children’s development, such as the development of cognitive capacity and fine
motor skills between the ages of 3 and 4, have implications for designing and resourcing a 3-yearold preschool program. For example:






Three year olds are eager and active learners and want to get really involved in activities, but
their capacity to wait and share is often limited (although preschool helps build their ability to
focus on activities over time). When introducing something new, like magnifying glasses, to 3
year olds, it is appropriate to ensure there are enough resources or equipment for everyone
to have a turn together rather than putting out a small number and helping the children to
share or to wait for a turn. Similarly, when planning an experience of washing dolls as part of
learning about health routines, or because several children have new babies in their families,
you would have a doll for every child who wanted to play, rather than only having two dolls
and helping them to wait or share as you might with 4 year olds.
Three year olds are developing strength and control of their fine motor skills, whereas these
skills are much more developed for 4 year olds. This means that tools and resources for 3 year
olds such as puzzles, scissors, craft resources or dress up clothes, need to be selected to
promote children’s emerging skill development (i.e. puzzles with fewer larger pieces) rather
than the mastery achieved by older children.
Three year olds are also likely to require more intensive assistance from educators to use
resources than 4 year olds, where skills have been mastered and peer-to-peer learning
becomes more prevalent.
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Professional learning
Although the introduction of 3-year-old preschool would, to a large extent, build on existing
infrastructure and leverage the sector’s skills and capacity, an investment in professional learning
opportunities for educators and those in leadership roles would be necessary.
A workforce development and professional learning strategy should be developed in consultation
with professional bodies and other stakeholders and should form an integral part of a new
preschool program. As the current Early Years Workforce Strategy expires in 2016, it would be
timely for the new strategy to consider how to achieve a workforce that has the qualifications and
skills to deliver a high-quality preschool program for all 3 year olds.
A ‘stretch’ and ‘lift’ approach to professional learning, which leverages the expertise of
experienced educators while supporting an increase in capacity by other educators, will be
important to improving consistency and ensuring minimum standards are met – particularly for
process quality – across the various delivery options.
Areas of focus for professional learning could include:




For educators – planning and implementing a developmentally appropriate program for 3
year olds, ensuring preschool for 4 year olds aligns with and builds on preschool for 3 year
olds in a coherent way, programming and practice approaches, engaging with families to
explain the benefits and processes of learning in 3 year old preschool, meeting the needs of
children from diverse social and cultural backgrounds, and supporting Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people to build careers in ECEC.
For leaders – strategies for embedding 3-year-old preschool within existing Long Day Care or
sessional preschools, and programming structures that support delivery of 3 and 4-year-old
programs and maintain financial viability.

Key design considerations
The next section outlines the broad processes and critical issues for designing, planning,
implementing, embedding and sustaining a 3-year-old preschool program. The critical issues
related to the parameters for the model design have been outlined here and are synthesised in
Figure 26.
A joint decision about the basic parameters of the preschool program is the first critical decision
in the implementation process.
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Implementation priorities and
pathways

The planning and implementation of a 3-year-old preschool program is
complex. Implementing Universal Access for 4 year olds involved articulating
shared goals and collaborating to achieve those goals. This success provides
a strong template for progressing 3-year-old preschool. Key considerations
for planning, implementation, embedding and maintaining a preschool
program for 3 year olds are discussed in this section.
A national approach to 3-year-old preschool would require a shared commitment and
collaboration between Australia’s three tiers of government and early education and care
providers in multiple sectors (community preschools, for profit and not-for-profit Long Day Care
providers, government and non-government schools).
Progressing access to a preschool program for 3 year olds is an opportunity to articulate a
national 10-year roadmap for embedding universal provision of two years of access to a highquality preschool program, with the appropriate dose, for all children.
A 10-year roadmap could include clear articulation of the roles and responsibilities of all key
stakeholders at each stage, achievable priorities and progressive targets for each stage, a plan for
funding certainty and sustainability, and the development of an appropriate information
infrastructure to measure impact and guide policy decisions and iterative change.
A new National Partnership Agreement may be the most appropriate pathway forward, but
certainly a collaborative approach to designing, implementing and sustaining a national 3-yearold preschool program would be optimal.
This collaborative approach must include focused engagement with groups that can represent the
interests of vulnerable children and their families to ensure program design is appropriate and
inclusive from the outset.
Consultation with other critical parties including professional bodies, universities, unions, parents
and children will also be important and need to be factored into the planning process. In addition,
it will be critical to be mindful of the potential for flow-on effects for the broader early education
and care sector. The introduction of a dedicated preschool program for 3 year olds should be
designed in a way that strengthens the overall early education sector, particularly for Long Day
Care and community based sessional preschool services.
Within this approach, there is potential for trailblazer jurisdictions with a particular commitment
to early education to begin embedding two years of universal preschool within their existing
systems, potentially with Australian Government support and as part of a staged implementation
and evaluation process.
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This section identifies key lessons from the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access
to preschool for 4 year olds, and highlights the priority issues in the design, planning and
implementation phases. It suggests that implementation be conceptualised as a four-stage
process (Figure 34).








Designing: Defining the structural and process elements of a preschool program for 3 year
olds and considering how a 3-year-old preschool program could be delivered within the
existing system in each jurisdiction, based on current utilisation and capacity. Scoping and
developing jurisdictional-specific implementation plans in collaboration with relevant
stakeholders.
Implementing: A phased approach to expanding capacity, delivering a workforce strategy and
gradually building attendance rates.
Embedding: Once there is adequate capacity within the sector, maintaining a focus on
quality, attendance for the right dosage, and ensuring priority cohorts have equitable access.
Sustaining: Maintaining appropriate levels of quality and funding, and responding to
emerging evidence about dose, duration and quality thresholds.

Underpinning these processes must be a renewed commitment to building an information
infrastructure that enables the impact of this policy initiative to be measured, and a commitment
to policy iteration in response to new evidence.
Figure 34: Implementation approach for 3-year-old preschool
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Lessons from the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access
The National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education has rapidly
expanded the availability of affordable preschool places for 4 year olds. Although all 4 year olds
are not yet attending preschool for the optimum minimum of 15 hours, the Universal Access
National Partnership is one of the more effective examples of cooperative federalism and
provides key lessons for the progression of access to preschool programs for 3 year olds.
Appendix A provides the background to the National Partnership Agreement, as well as an
exploration of the implementation processes and a snapshot of differences in jurisdictional
approaches to delivering preschool. Understanding these jurisdictional differences is critical for
recognising the options and constraints around how to embed a 3-year-old preschool program.
Analysis of the effectiveness of the National Partnership Agreement highlights key lessons,
mechanisms and opportunities for expanding access to preschool programs for 3 year olds.
The official 2014 evaluation of the National Partnership Agreement identified that the key
enablers of effective delivery included:



The collaborative and flexible approach to implementation;
Strong relationships with stakeholders, especially in jurisdictions with extensive nongovernment provision;



Extensive and staged planning and roll-out; and



Funding and support from the Australian Government (Deloitte Access Economics 2014).

However, the review also found that a number of the targets had not been met, especially those
related to participation of children experiencing disadvantage. Furthermore, while enrolment
targets have mostly been met, the significant gap between enrolment and attendance rates
appears to show that at least one third of 4-year-old children are not yet receiving an adequate
dosage of preschool.
The implementation approach for 3-year-old preschool should build on the strengths of the
National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access and address some of the limitations that
have been identified. Key strengths and limitations of the National Partnership Agreement are
outlined below.

Strengths and opportunities












An agreed and clearly defined minimal level of structural quality to build the foundations for
equitable and consistent preschool education across Australia.
A policy framework that enabled diverse modes of provision, but with common objectives
and clearly defined quality standards.
Flexibility to respond to individual jurisdictional circumstances, delivery platforms and
baselines.
An approach that facilitated the dual objectives of early education (child development and
workforce participation) with a focus on meeting the needs of children and families by
enabling access in different settings.
Australian Government payments structured to provide incentives to meet clearly defined
(if not well-measured) and achievable targets.
A change in focus and ambition over time. As most jurisdictions met the overall population
targets, or were on track to meet the target, the focus shifted to prioritising vulnerable
children.
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An injection of Australian Government funding at the commencement of the agreement to
build the underpinning capacity (i.e. to facilitate planning, support workforce development
initiatives and finance capital works where required), followed by funding to contribute to the
direct costs of delivery in order to maintain delivery.

Challenges and limitations












Embedding universal access and increasing participation of 4 year olds in preschool programs
are worthy policy objectives that require an ongoing financial commitment by the Australian
Government. The National Partnership Agreement’s non-recurrent funding arrangements are,
therefore, extremely problematic. The lack of funding certainty creates political and policy
distractions that focus attention on whether or not the agreements are going to be renewed,
rather than on how best to leverage the agreements to strengthen outcomes for children.
Existing mechanisms within the National Partnership Agreement model for facilitation and
reward-based payments could be better utilised if all parties had certainty over the ongoing
funding allocation.
The data and information infrastructure in early childhood education is not of sufficient
quality, consistency or breadth to draw reliable conclusions about the efficiency,
effectiveness or impact of funding models, delivery approaches or strategies to engage
disadvantaged cohorts (Deloitte Access Economics 2014, 2015; Fox 2016; O'Connell et al.
2016).
Rolling out universal access to early education for all 4 year olds without an accompanying
high-quality national evaluation was a significant missed opportunity to drive improvements
in the evidence base and to guide future policy decision-making.
There is evidence that some jurisdictions have not been spending the money as was intended
(New South Wales Auditor-General 2016), and more analysis of the efficiency and
effectiveness of the specific funding and delivery strategies would be useful.
Progressing multiple early childhood reforms at the same time (including the introduction of
the National Quality Standard and the Early Years Learning Framework) created challenges,
although also created a strong policy focus on the early years. The initial work undertaken to
introduce and begin embedding the National Quality Framework will streamline future
implementation of preschool programs for 3 year olds.
The limited progress on getting attendance rates to match enrolment rates, and continued
disparities in participation driven by socio-economic status, suggests the need for a longer
term implementation plan that progressively increases targets over time.

Lessons for a preschool program for 3 year olds
 A shared commitment to clearly defined and specific common goals is an important
enabler. The Australian Government can lead and facilitate progress towards a
nationally consistent approach to a shared policy problem.
 Common goals with flexibility in implementation is necessary, to take into account
diverse starting points, different sector and population profiles and historically different
patterns of investment and provision.
 Investment in consistent data and functional data systems is essential.
 There are considerable benefits to a universal approach, although specific strategies to
target those who experience barriers to access must be considered at the outset.
 A clearer articulation of stages of implementation and the development of strategies for
effective establishment, embedding and maintenance of new policy and provision is
necessary.
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Design and planning considerations for preschool programs for 3 year olds
The analysis in Figure 35 focuses on the key tasks and priorities for the design and planning stages
and highlights the importance of a coordinated and collaborative partnership between the
Australian Government and state, territory and local governments to define and achieve common
goals developed in the best interests of children and national prosperity.
Establishing key consultation mechanisms with the sector and other important stakeholders will
also be an important feature of this phase.
Considering potential flow-on effects within the early education and care sector will also be
critical. The design of a dedicated preschool program for 3 year olds must continue to support
choice for families and continuity of care and learning for children. It must also leverage existing
capacity within the sector and avoid approaches that may have negative implications for the
overall affordability of early education and care and the financial viability of the sector.
As noted by the Productivity Commission (2014a; 2014b, p. 383), Long Day Care services often
cross-subsidise, charging relatively flat fees, regardless of children’s ages, so that the high costs of
care for younger children are offset by lower costs for older children. If there was a substantial
reduction in the number of 3-year-olds in Long Day Care because families chose to access a
preschool program in other settings, there may be implications for affordability and financial
viability. This would not achieve optimal outcomes for children.

Implementation considerations for preschool programs for 3 year olds
The key tasks for the implementation process, outlined in Figure 36, span the expansion of the
number of places available, through to engaging with the community about why two years of
preschool is beneficial for children and a worthwhile investment, and to the development of a
data and evaluation plan.
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Figure 35: Design and planning considerations for 3-year-old preschool programs

Key task
Agreement on the core
features and minimum
requirements of the
model

Priorities and potential pathways
Considering how to deliver a 3-year-old preschool program within the existing early education and care platform and with
reference to the needs of children and families.
Clearly defining the structural elements of the 3-year-old preschool program - minimum dose, qualifications, ratio, group
size, etc. as well as considering a framework to define the key elements or features of process quality, as outlined in the
previous section on the design features of a preschool programs for 3 year olds.
Utilising exiting data to develop a clearer understanding of what 3 year olds are currently receiving and the hours they are
already accessing (i.e. confirming that a large proportion of the 3 year olds currently in centre-based early education and
care are already receiving more than 15 hours early learning).
Scoping, at jurisdictional and regional levels, where there is:


Assessing capacity and
growth possibilities

capacity within the existing system and market, particularly within existing Long Day Care and sessional preschool
services;



likely to be inadequate supply or demand; and



a need for investment to create additional capacity.

Working collaboratively to identify potential solutions and learn from existing models and approaches to address gaps in
the market.
Considering potential flow-on impacts on the broader early education and care sector, particularly around affordability and
financial viability of services.
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Utilising existing research and data, as well as knowledge within the sector, to develop a clearer understanding of the
specific strategies have been successful or unsuccessful at addressing financial and non-financial barriers to access for 4year-old preschool.
Clarifying priority cohorts such as (but not limited to):
Agreement on key target
cohorts and identification
of evidence-based
engagement strategies



Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children



Children known to child protection systems



Children with disabilities



Children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds or who are humanitarian entrants



Children from the bottom two quintiles of family income (e.g. Family Tax Benefit Part-A children).

Consultation with key stakeholders should include providers, peak bodies, communities, families and children.

Implementation planning

Developing jurisdictional-specific implementation plans in collaboration with relevant stakeholders and developing specific
stakeholder-consultation mechanisms.
A structured and phased roll out that builds capacity over time is appropriate.

Commitment to a
workforce strategy

A renewed commitment to an Early Years Workforce Strategy is timely as the current strategy is due to expire in 2016 and
the quality of the learning environment experienced by children is the key determinant of whether the investment in 3year-old preschool will yield the types of long-term outcomes that makes this a priority investment. Leveraging existing
investment and reform processes to ensure an appropriately skilled and available workforce is a necessary component of
delivering a high-quality 3-year-old preschool program, and given significant progress in meeting NQF requirements would
be an appropriate focus of a new workforce strategy.
Consultation with key stakeholders should include providers, peak bodies, professional bodies including universities,
training organisations and unions.
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Figure 36: Implementation considerations for 3-year-old preschool programs

Key task

Priorities and potential pathways
Expanding the capacity of the sector to accommodate a significant increase in the number and hours of 3 year olds
attending is a key implementation challenge.
As with Universal Access for 4 year olds, a different approach will be needed in each jurisdiction in order to take into
account very diverse modes and patterns of provision. Approaches may include:




Expanding number of
places available




Working with sessional preschools to identify options and models for organising their programming to optimise
access.
Working with Long Day Care providers to identify options and models for organising their programming to integrate 3year-old preschool programs.
Local strategies to ensure service viability.
Fostering development of a community preschool sector or preschool provision within Long Day Care settings,
especially in jurisdictions with primarily school-based provision for 4 year olds.



Working region by region to scale up over time.



Identifying areas where investment in capital works is needed, following assessment of utilisation of existing facilities.

Consideration of how existing funding, regulatory and subsidy mechanisms are creating barriers or opportunities for
affordable access where places exist.
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Increasing number of early
childhood educators

Addressing workforce
challenges

Building on existing workforce plans for the ECEC sector, jurisdictions should forecast the number of early childhood
educators needed over the decade to achieve two years of preschool program. Strategies to increase the number of early
childhood educators should build on strategies that have been used effectively to meet the NQF requirements and may
include:


Scholarship programs for Diploma and Bachelor qualifications



Incentives and support to upgrade qualifications from Diploma to Bachelor



Collaboration with the higher education sector to ensure adequate places for pre-service teachers are available

There are persistent and complex workforce challenges in the early childhood sector which are likely to impact on
educator recruitment and retention. In particular, inequities in pay and conditions between sectors can create
disincentives for early childhood teachers to work in non-school settings. Monitoring the development and
implementation of the workforce strategy will assist in identifying short and medium term priorities, opportunities and
challenges.
Providing clarity for the sector and for families about the nature and structure of the learning program provided for 3 and
4 year olds is a critical element of developing and implementing a 3-year-old preschool program.
This would involve guidance for the sector on applying the Early Years Learning Framework for 3 and 4-year-old cohorts,
and how to build on and scaffold learning pathways across the two years of preschool.

Developing a learning
program for 3 year olds

This guidance would need to be sufficiently flexible to allow educators to respond to the needs, priorities and interests of
their communities, but also provide some coherence and rigour to the preschool learning program.




Recent evidence on the effectiveness of specific strategies on supporting early literacy, numeracy and social and
emotional learning should be considered.
There is an opportunity to collaborate with university teacher-education programs to develop a coordinated approach
to training pre-service teachers to deliver 3 and 4-year-old preschool programs.
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Given the absolute necessity of a high-quality learning environment in order to reap the benefits of investing in 3-year-old
preschool, a plan for supporting the sector to transition to the delivery of two years of preschool, and for ongoing
monitoring of quality, is necessary.


Plan for transition support
and monitoring quality





Communicating the
rationale for 3-year-old
preschool to the
community

Capacity building for the sector to support transition and equip educators to design and deliver quality learning
programs for 3 and 4-year-old children.
The current pace of the Assessment and Rating process under the National Quality Standard is too slow to guarantee
that all providers will be meeting minimum quality thresholds. Additional investment may be needed to accelerate the
Assessment and Rating process, in a way that does not compromise the effectiveness of the process or create
unnecessary burdens on services).
Consideration could be given to embedding a validated assessment tool as part of the NQS process for preschool
programs (Fox 2016).

Community support for 3-year-old preschool is important for both uptake and support for government investment in the
early years.
Currently, many people hold a different framing and understanding of early learning than professionals and child
development researchers (Kendall-Taylor & Lindland 2013).


A community education campaign to share information about the role and impact of two years of preschool, and
about what and how children learn and develop, could be effective.

A clear lesson from the implementation of Universal Access is that the cohorts who stand to benefit most from highquality preschool are those who are likely to experience barriers to access.
Testing strategies to
engage priority cohorts

Jurisdictions have trialled a range of approaches to increase attendance for 4 year olds and there are important lessons to
be learnt from this experience (Moss, Harper & Silburn 2015).
The roll out of 3-year-old preschool is an opportunity to embed the more effective of these models across the system in a
coherent and integrated way, and to build the evidence to support the effectiveness of these strategies.
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One of the most significant limitations of the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access has been the lack of
data to evaluate its effectiveness or measure its impact on children. All levels of government have been working to
strengthen their data capacity and work towards more consistent and robust data.
Data development and
evaluation plan

Adequate data, a commitment to measuring impact and clear strategies to build the necessary evidence base (especially
around dosage, duration and quality thresholds) must be a core component of the delivery of 3-year-old preschool.
A phased implementation gives the opportunity for natural experiments and embedding quasi-experimental
methodologies in the design and delivery of the new model. This opportunity should not be lost.
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Embedding and sustaining preschool programs for 3 year olds
As part of establishing a 10-year roadmap for embedding universal provision of two years of
preschool, a specific focus on how to embed and sustain the 3-year-old preschool program after the
initial implementation effort will be necessary. This reflects the key lessons of the National
Partnership Agreement on Universal Access for 4 year olds.
Mandatory annual reports at a national and jurisdiction level should be made publicly available to
inform policy makers, researchers and the public about progress and future priorities.

Embedding (following initial implementation)
To ensure two years of high-quality preschool becomes firmly embedded, it will be necessary to
develop strategies that:


increase participation rates;



address under-represented cohorts;



continue to strengthen quality;



integrate provision into planning processes; and



collect and respond to evidence about effectiveness of delivery models and impact.

Sustaining (across the long-term)
An ongoing commitment to adequate, sustainable and stable funding arrangements, as well as an
approach that collects and learns from emerging data and evidence, will be critical for the long-term
effectiveness of this initiative.
Priorities for sustaining two years of preschool include:





Maintaining adequate funding, including measuring and maintaining affordability to ensure cost
does not become a barrier to access;
Monitoring quality (using and strengthening existing quality frameworks and systems); and
Monitoring data and responding to evidence – especially as evidence of dosage and quality
thresholds develops.
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Funding considerations

This section considers pragmatic approaches to progressing investment in 3
year old preschool in the short to medium term. In particular, it considers the
relative and appropriate roles and responsibilities for some of the key
stakeholders in 3-year-old preschool – the Australian Government, states and
territories and families.
Attending high-quality preschool in the two years before school has the potential to improve
outcomes across the population. However, universal provision of preschool is a relatively expensive
intervention (Education Endowment Foundation 2016) and there is legitimate debate internationally
about whether it is the most efficient and impactful strategy for achieving the outcomes sought
(Barnett, Brown & Shore 2004; Cascio & Whitmore Schanzenbach 2013b; Early Childhod Australia
2013; Leak et al. 2010; Whitehurst 2013), not least because the benefits of investing in early
education depend so strongly on the quality of the learning experience provided to children (and
currently, only two thirds of services are currently rated as Meeting or Exceeding the National
Quality Standard).
In Australia, there is also extensive debate about who should be responsible for funding preschool,
with stakeholders variously asserting:


that it ought to be an Australian Government responsibility;



that it has traditionally been – and should remain – a state and territory responsibility; or



that because early education supports parental workforce participation, it is appropriate for
parents to bear some or all of the cost.

One of the reasons that early education and care funding is one of the more contested areas of
public policy is that we are currently in the middle of a shift from viewing ‘child care’ as primarily a
facilitator of workforce participation, to responding to the new insights and evidence generated by
the science of child development, recognising the importance of the early years for later
development and human capital, and expanding the role of the state in supporting positive early
development accordingly.
However, the broader shift is unresolved and incomplete, and as yet there is not necessarily
widespread community buy-in for early years’ investment for purely child development purposes,
beyond preschool for 4 year olds. There is not yet consensus on which level/s of government ought
to hold funding and delivery responsibility.
This situation is exacerbated by current fiscal circumstances, including a persistent structural deficit,
an anticipated decade of low-to-moderate growth as the Australian economy transitions after the
mining boom, and uncertain international economic conditions. This situation means both that there
is an increased need for investment in human capital, and limited capacity to substantially increase
investment without politically challenging trade-offs (Daley & Wood 2015; OECD 2016).
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Now, and for the foreseeable future, however, there appears to be insufficient fiscal capacity to
dramatically scale up investment in early education to the extent that an adequate dosage of
sufficiently high-quality preschool could be provided free to every child. As such, this report explores
financing considerations to enable a pragmatic pathway forward, considering the relative policy
trade-offs with the objective of maximising outcomes for children.
At the heart of this consideration is that most Australian families have both the capacity and
willingness to contribute to the cost of early education, and means-testing is a well-established
Australian social policy principle that links direct costs to ability to pay. However, for a small
proportion of families, any cost at all for 3-year-old preschool will be a significant barrier to access,
and the children most likely to be locked out of early education are those most likely to benefit
significantly from access. The policy challenge, therefore, is to establish a financing approach that
addresses cost barriers for those cohorts.
This paper takes the view that a means-tested system that prioritises investment for the most
disadvantaged children is the optimum approach. It suggests that, at this point in time, free or lowcost early education for disadvantaged 3 and 4 year olds should be prioritised over free 4-year-old
preschool for all children.
This section considers:


The role for each level of government and families in funding 3-year-old preschool; and



Funding approaches, priorities for investment and possible trade-offs;

Roles and responsibilities
There is a strong rationale for both levels of government to play an ongoing role in establishing and
maintaining 3-year-old preschool, and for those families who have the capacity to contribute to do
so.
The National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access for 4 year olds was founded on the
recognition that a coordinated national approach, with flexibility to respond to jurisdictional
differences, was the optimum pathway to delivering a universal preschool platform. The early
childhood reforms of this period established a shared role for the Commonwealth and states and
territories in building the underpinning infrastructure (including the National Quality Framework and
the Early Years Learning Framework) and supporting the initial expansion of system capacity.
The Australian Government played an important leadership and facilitation role, and Australian
Government funding was essential for enabling the development of a minimum standard for a
universal preschool program. Subsequently, there has been some disagreement between the
Australian Government and states and territories about the appropriateness and extent of ongoing
Australian Government funding. Extensions of the original agreement have been on a short term
(two year) basis.
A benefit of this approach is that is allows governments to set new targets and priorities, including
on emerging policy priorities such as improving access for vulnerable children. However, the
significant draw-back is the uncertainty a lack of ongoing funding creates and the political distraction
created by questions focused on ‘if’ the investment will be ongoing instead of ‘what’ the investment
should be focused on. The ongoing uncertainty has been highly detrimental to the embedding and
sustainability of preschool provision for 4 year olds.
There also remains significant inconsistency in the type and extent of funding eventually passed onto
families and providers of preschool programs. Children receive very different funding entitlements
depending on which delivery model their parents choose (school based, stand-alone sessional
preschool or Long Day Care based) and also which state they live in. There are also significant
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differences between state-based contributions to 4-year-old preschool funding. What is clear is that
the current level of investment must be maintained in order to ensure that children continue to
have access to a high-quality preschool program at a price that is affordable to families.
This report suggests that the delivery of 3-year-old preschool should be thought of in five stages
(design, planning, implementation, embedding and sustaining), and that the nature and extent of
the role for each level of government should be clarified.
In each of the areas that requires investment to establish and maintain 3-year-old preschool, and in
each stage of delivering a universal 3-year-old preschool platform, there is a clear rationale for:






The Australian Government to play a role in catalysing action, contribute funding to support a
national approach to scale up and ensure ongoing quality, and providing support to families to
offset the direct costs of accessing preschool for at least 15 hours per week;
States and territories to determine the most appropriate implementation strategies in their
jurisdiction, contribute to the scale up of places and capacity and ensure ongoing quality,
provide additional investment in the direct costs of accessing preschool in line with community
expectations and jurisdictional needs and priorities.
Families to contribute to the costs of 3-year-old preschool in line with their capacity to pay. If it
is intended cost should not be a barrier to access, it will be necessary to fully subsidise access for
some children, and for means testing rates to be both reasonable and transparent.

An appropriate approach would be to prioritise free or low-cost access for the 100,000 children in
the bottom two income quintiles (generally families with a combined income under $100,000).
Alternatively, the taper rates proposed under the Jobs for Families package (Figure 37 and 38), which
would apply to Long Day Care services, could be utilised. It would be preferable if the taper rate
begin after the cutoff for the bottom two quintiles. It would also be necessary to ensure children
from low-income families who do not meet the activity test receive at least 15 hours of subsidy per
week, extending the proposed preschool exemption for 4 year olds to 3 year olds.
Figure 37: Proposed Child Care Subsidy income test, Jobs for Families (Klapdor 2016, p. 18)
Family income
Up to $65,710
More than $65,710 to below $170,710
$170,710 to below $250,000
$250,000 to below $340,000
$340,000 or more

Subsidy rate – percentage of actual fee or benchmark
price, whichever is lower
85 per cent
Tapering from 85 to 50 per cent
50 per cent
Tapering from 50 to 20 per cent
20 per cent
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Figure 38: Proposed rate of subsidy by family income, Jobs for Families (Klapdor 2016, p. 19)

Funding approaches, priorities for investment and trade-offs
There is a broad continuum of potential funding approaches and mechanisms, from wholly privately
funded preschool through to a full per-child allocation with loadings for additional needs. Each of
these approaches involves trade-offs around cost to government/s, cost to families, accessibility,
ease of administration and equity.
Figure 39 outlines a number of potential funding approaches and mechanisms and notes
comparative impacts and relative accessibility, complexity of administration and equity. In general,
all models outlined here are based on shared funding responsibility between the Australian
Government and state and territory governments.
More detailed costing of these various approaches depends on the design and planning phases
outlined earlier, and would only be possible once this initial scoping work had been undertaken.
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Figure 39: Strengths and limitations of various funding approaches to 3-year-old preschool
Funding approach
Shared Australian Government and state and territory
government funding to provide free preschool for a
tightly defined group of highly disadvantaged children
only (i.e. children known to child protection services).
Only existing ECEC subsidies and private contributions
available for all other children.
Shared Australian Government and state and territory
government funding to establish a new 3-year-old
preschool subsidy that provides free or very low cost
preschool programs for all children in the bottom two
quintiles of the income distribution, and means tested
private contributions on a sliding scale, separate to
existing ECEC subsidies.

Using existing Australian Government entitlements
through ECEC subsidies (CCB/CCR or Jobs for Families
subsidy) and state and territory governments providing
a per capita amount based on state specific priorities
directly to services not approved to access child care
subsidies.

Shared Australian Government state and territory
government funding that broadly replicates

Access

Lower

Higher

Medium

Higher

Complexity

Medium

Higher

Medium

Medium

Equity

Lower

Higher

Lower

Higher

Comments
Will only reach a small proportion of the children
that will benefit most and may not be sufficient for
lifting population-level outcomes, maintains the
complexity and lack of transparency of the current
system.
Complex new subsidy arrangement which will be
challenging to integrate with existing service delivery
options. Likely to be confusing for families and
complex for providers but would facilitate a
proportionate universalism approach and prioritise
access to the children who stand to benefit most.
Will not be adequate to ensure high-quality 3-yearold preschool program is affordable for families and
contributes to ongoing fragmentation of service
system. Difficult to set consistent minimum
standards for the preschool program across service
settings. Likely to result in significant variability in
access across the nation and also likely to exclude a
proportion of the children likely to benefit most,
maintains the complexity and lack of transparency of
the current system.
Reasonably complex arrangements, however, likely
to be effective in facilitating a national universal
approach that: leverages existing jurisdiction
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Funding approach

Access

Complexity

Equity

arrangements for 4-year-old preschool with identified
priorities and targets plus parental contributions:

capacity, is flexible enough to consider different
service delivery options, and can respond to state
specific issues. Likely to ensure a high-quality, 3year-old preschool program is affordable for
families.

• Australian Government per capita partial
contribution plus ECEC subsidies to help address
cost barriers
• State and territory government funding allocations
and investment
• Family contributions, with identified vulnerable
cohorts receiving additional targeted fee relief
A per-child subsidy that covers the full cost of delivery,
with loadings for disadvantage, remoteness and/or
disability, paid directly to the service the child accesses
so children access preschool programs with no out-ofpocket costs.

Comments

Higher

Medium

Higher

Complex to calculate in way that ensures the rates of
subsidy are adequate to fully fund service delivery,
given significant variability in cost structures and
cost drivers in preschool service delivery options.
Would establish early education as being of
equivalent importance to school education and
strongly support access and equity.

Not recommended
Targeted, contestable, short-term grants to operate
preschool programs for 3 year olds, possibly in
specified locations or for specified cohorts of children.

Solely private funding of preschool programs for 3 year
olds with government only funding existing regulatory
systems.

Lower

Lower

Lower

Lower

Lower

Lower

Contributes to the fragmentation and inequitable
social service delivery, will only reach a small
proportion of the children that will benefit most and
will not be sufficient for lifting population-level
outcomes.
A highly inequitable approach that restricts access
for the children likely to benefit most, also difficult
to set consistent minimum standards for the
preschool program.
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Conclusion

This paper has considered the evidence, policy and implementation of a
preschool program for 3 year olds. Its focus is how to leverage current
investment and capacity to deliver a universal preschool program within
Australia’s existing early education and care landscape.
Every child in Australia deserves the opportunity to reach their potential. If Australia is to remain
globally competitive into the future, and maintain or improve our standards of living, it is vital that
we invest in programs that promote opportunity, boost our human capital and close the
disadvantage gap at a population level.
With nearly a quarter of children starting school with developmental vulnerabilities that impact their
ability to thrive at school, it is clear that investing in children is a national priority. Small-scale, highlytargeted programs for narrow cohorts of children will not deliver the scale of the improvements in
outcomes we need to secure a prosperous future for all Australians.
Considering the current economic outlook and fiscal challenges facing Australia, this paper also
recognises that investments to improve outcomes must be as efficient as possible – maximising the
long-term return on existing and new public and private investment.
Preschool – Two Years are Better Than One establishes that the vast majority of 3 year old children
are regularly attending early education and are already subsidised to do so. It highlights that there is
strong domestic and international evidence of the benefits of providing universal entitlement to two
years of a quality preschool program. There is also considerable existing capacity and infrastructure
that could be leveraged to increase the impact of our current investment.
A new universal preschool program for 3 year olds should be the next policy priority for
governments interested in lifting our education performance and preparing for economic prosperity
into the future.
The effort required to deliver a new quality preschool program for all 3 year olds is likely to be
relatively modest in the scheme of existing investment in early education and care. Australia has
made significant progress towards universal access to preschool in the year before school. We can
do the same for 3 year olds.
There is a clear opportunity to leverage high current participation rates by 3 year olds, existing
investment in ECEC through subsidies, preschool provision for 3 and 4 year olds and the ongoing rollout and future components of the National Quality Framework and policy development and
implementation for Universal Access for 4 year olds.
We recommend that as an immediate and low-cost first step, the Council of Australian Governments
(COAG) agree to commission a scoping study for 3 year preschool programs. At a minimum, the
scoping study should identify:
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Delivery gaps and opportunities, to provide more granular data and information about the scale
and focus of the implementation challenge. In particular:
•

Data on current participation rates and hours of attendance, at national, state and regional
levels, including participation profiles of priority cohorts.

•

Capacity (vacancies) in the existing service systems and identifying areas where there are
few or no vacancies.

•

A review of workforce capacity and development needs.

Necessary process and structural elements of the preschool program, using the parameters
identified in this paper as a starting point.
Effective strategies to improve participation in preschool programs, particularly addressing
financial and non-financial barriers to access for priority cohorts.
Jurisdiction-specific implementation options, to inform decisions about optimal pathways
forward and identify opportunities to leverage existing investments and costs.
Improvements in data collection necessary to enable ongoing monitoring of the impact of this
policy.

With the current national partnership due to expire at the end of 2017, it would be desirable for this
work to be commissioned by the end of 2016 for completion and publication within 12 months.
Ensuring all children have access to at least two years of high quality preschool program is the best
evidence-based investment we can make to give every child the best start and ensure our nation’s
future.

Key recommendation
COAG should commission a scoping study into universal 3-year-old preschool
programs for Australia. The study should be completed by the end of 2017 and
should identify:
• Delivery gaps and opportunities
• Core process and structural quality elements
• Strategies to address barriers to access for priority cohorts
• Jurisdiction-specific implementation options
• Improvements in data collection needed to track impact
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Appendix A: Lessons from Universal
Access for 4 year olds

In 2008, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) endorsed the National
Partnership Agreement on Early Childhood Education 2009-2013 (NPA ECE),
which involved a $955m investment (over 5 years) from the Australian
Government (COAG 2009b). 19
This initiative aimed to achieve universal access to preschool for all children:


In the 12 months before full-time schooling begins;



Delivered by a four-year university-qualified early childhood teacher;



For 15 hours a week, 40 weeks a year;



In a form that meets the needs of parents; and



At a cost that does not present a barrier to participation.

The agreement was followed by further agreements largely intended to maintain (rather than
support implementation) Universal Access.
The National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education 2013-2015
($655.6m) focused on maintaining existing preschool provision and increasing access for vulnerable
and disadvantaged children and Indigenous children specifically (COAG 2013).
The National Partnership Agreement for 2016-2017 ($843m) maintained the focus on vulnerable and
disadvantaged children, with an additional specification that provision be made for all children ,
“regardless of whether quality early childhood education programs are delivered through schools
(non-government and government), standalone preschools or Long Day Care centres” (COAG 2016,
p. 4).
The maintenance National Partnership Agreements (2013-2018) have provided around 43 per cent
of the total cost of preschool, with the remainder covered by the states and territories and families
(Productivity Commission 2014b, p. 500).

Implementation
The main implementation challenge for Universal Access was boosting the capacity of the system to
deliver preschool programs for all children in the year before school, especially expanding the
number of places available and ensuring sufficient workforce capacity.

The agreement on Universal Access was part of a broader suite of national early childhood initiatives and
agreements, outlined in Harrington (2014).
19
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The NPA implementation approach needed to take into account the huge baseline variation
between states and territories driven by historically diverse approaches to funding and delivery of
early childhood services. There is even significant variation in the age at which children enter school,
resulting in differences in what ‘year before school’ means in terms of children’s ages (Figure A1).
Figure A1: Current school and preschool starting ages and terminology by jurisdiction (Steering
Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2016b, p. 3.2)
New South Wales
Victoria
Queensland
Western Australia
South Australia
Tasmania
Australian Capital
Territory
Northern Territory
Australia

Age of school entry
5 by 31 July
5 by 30 April
5 by 30 June
5 by 30 June
5 by 1 May
5 by 1 January
5 by 30 April

Age of preschool entry
Usually aged 4 and 5
4 by 30 April
4 by 30 June
4 by 30 June
4 by 1 May
4 by 1 January
4 by 30 April

Program name
Preschool
Kindergarten
Kindergarten
Kindergarten
Preschool
Kindergarten
Preschool

5 by 30 June
5

4 by 30 June
4

Preschool

The scale of the implementation challenge was significant (Figure A2). In 2008, only four jurisdictions
had any capacity to deliver preschool programs for 15 hours, and only a small proportion of children
were accessing them. Some jurisdictions had very limited preschool provision, while others had wellestablished preschool programs that ran for less than 15 hours. All jurisdictions needed to rapidly
expand the number of places available and the number of Early Childhood Teachers (ECTs) across
the system.
Figure A2: Baseline preschool provision in each jurisdiction and anticipated increase in staffing
required (2009) 20
Approximate
baseline hours
provided
Proportion of
children enrolled in
an ECE program for
at least 1 hour
Proportion enrolled
in a preschool
program available
for at least 15
hours
Anticipated
increase in ECTs
(FTE) 2009-13

NSW

Vic

Qld

WA

SA

Tas

ACT

NT

12

10

0

11

11

10

12

12

82%

96%

29%

95%

87%

97%

94%

84%

29%

7%

0%

n/a

0%

6%

14%

0%

944

250

1580

272

296

Not
reported

55

90

20

Source: ACT Government (2009); Deloitte Access Economics (2014); NSW Government (2009); NT
Government (2011); Productivity Commission (2014b); Queensland Government (2009); SA Government
(2009); Tasmanian Government (2009); Victorian Goverment (2009); WA Government (2009).
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The NPA required each jurisdiction to develop an implementation plan that addressed their specific
circumstances and challenges. For instance, Western Australia already had universal preschool colocated with primary schools but needed to shift from 12 to 15 hours of provision, while Queensland
needed to establish a preschool platform across the whole state.
As a result of the initial variation and the different implementation strategies, there are very
different models of preschool provision across the country, with some preschool programs being
primarily funded and delivered by government as part of the education system, others primarily
delivered through Long Day Care, and others offering a mix.
Australian Government funding is calculated using the estimated Total Resident Population of 4 year
olds (COAG 2013, 2016). Appropriately, each jurisdiction has utilised its National Partnership
Agreement money differently, in both the implementation and ‘maintenance’ phases. Each
jurisdiction:


Provides a different level of per-child funding (Figure A3),



Takes a different approach to the provision of recurrent funding (Figure A4),



Utilises a different mix of funding (Figure A5), and
Addresses the challenge of increasing participation of disadvantaged children in different ways
(Figure A6).



Figure A3: Estimated per child expenditure on preschool in each jurisdiction (Productivity
Commission 2014b, p. 499) 21
$14,000

Per Child expenditure $

$12,000
$10,000
$8,000
$6,000
$4,000
$2,000
$-

21

NSW

Vic

Qld

SA

WA

Tas

NT

ACT

Total

Figures for Queensland may be an undercount due to issues with the underlying data.
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Figure A4: State and territory approaches to providing recurrent funding for preschool
State or
Territory

New South
Wales

Recurrent funding approach
In New South Wales, the state government provides grants to over 750
community based preschools (including preschools operated by local
governments). Under the current Preschool Funding Model, these rates are
from $1,805 to $5,270 per child per annum, depending on SEIFA rating, with
additional loadings for outer regional (+$850), remote services (+1250), and
children with English language needs (+$400) (NSW Department of Education
2016c).
From July 2017, there will be an increase in base rates for children who attend
more hours, intended to reduce out-of-pocket costs for families by around 30
per cent and create incentives for children to enrol for at least 600 hours per
year. The base rate will be linked to SEIFA decile and target investment at low
income families (NSW Department of Education 2016a, 2016d).
From mid-2016, NSW made up to $23.6m in grants available to Long Day Care
providers delivering preschool programs. These grants provide a minimum
rate of $300 for each child enrolled, rising to $450 for those enrolled for 600
hours, with an additional loading of $450 for children from Aboriginal families
or those enrolled in disadvantaged areas, rising to $675 for those enrolled for
600 hours (NSW Department of Education 2016b).
However, these grants were one-off payments and recently the government
has announced that preschool funding for children in Long Day Care will only
be available for targeted groups.
Approved preschool providers in Victoria can apply to receive a grant for each
eligible child who is enrolled and attending a program that meets the
requirements of Universal Access (Victorian Department of Education and
Training 2015a). The majority of preschool expenditure is through the
kindergarten per capita grant (the base rates of which are $3,390 to $6,185
per child in 2016, depending on location).

Victoria

Grants of between $552 and $1,791 are made to non-government schools
operating preschool programs, with the higher rate going to low ICSEA
schools. Various other supplements are available for specific cohorts or
smaller regional services.
Victoria also invests in Early Years Management, a $9,739 per annum grant
that supports the management of early years services. The program has a
strong focus on improving access and participation in kindergarten for
vulnerable children and families, and fostering a more integrated early years
system (Victorian Department of Education and Training 2016b, 2016c).

Queensland

In Queensland preschool funding is distributed to providers of approved
kindergarten programs through the Queensland Kindergarten Funding
Scheme. The funding is intended to offset the costs of implementing and
operating a kindergarten program and can be used to supplement the salary
of an Early Childhood Teacher, purchase resources and/or reduce costs for
parents.
Kindergarten services receive around $2,700 per child per year. Kindergarten
services in low socio-economic communities receive a 45% loading if located
in the bottom SEIFA quintile and 30% if in the second bottom quintile.
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Services receive an additional 50 per cent loading if located in Very Remote
and Remote communities
Long Day Care services in low-socio-economic communities receive a 25%
loading if located in the bottom SEIFA quintile. Long Day Care services receive
around $1,600 per eligible child per year (the lower rate is because families
can access Child Care Benefit/Rebate to reduce their costs) (Queensland
Government 2015b, 2015c).
In South Australia, preschool is offered across a range of settings. It is
integrated with school provision in some places, and is also offered in
government-funded child and family centres and Long Day Care services.

South Australia

The South Australian Government uses its National Partnership Agreement
funds to make sure all children can access at least 15 hours of preschool, and
funds children regardless of where they access their preschool program.
Subsidy rates are linked to the socio-economic status of the service's location,
with additional subsidies ($1,695 to $2,820) for children with disability,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, and children of families holding
health care cards.
All 4 year olds are entitled to a free kindergarten place at a public school, and
the WA Government pays (on average) 75 per cent of the cost of kindergarten
in non-government schools.

Western
Australia

The WA Government uses its National Partnership Agreement funds to
increase the hours of kindergarten provision from the state-funded 11 hours
per week to the national benchmark of 15 hours per week.
Children accessing kindergarten in Long Day Care settings do not attract any
subsidy from the WA Government.

Tasmania

Northern
Territory

In Tasmania, kindergarten is integrated with school provision. The Tasmanian
Government uses its National Partnership Agreement funds to make sure all
children can access at least 15 hours of preschool through government and
non-government school-based services.
The Northern Territory uses the Department of Education’s student needsbased funding model to provide preschool funding to government, nongovernment and standalone preschools and Long Day Care centres.
In the ACT, preschool is largely integrated with schools, both government and
non-government.

Australian
Capital Territory

The ACT Government uses its National Partnership Agreement funds to make
sure all children can access at least 15 hours of preschool through school
based programs.
Children accessing preschool programs in Long Day Care settings are not
subsidised under the National Partnership Agreement, although Long Day
Care services can access other support.

These very different approaches to recurrent funding are evident in the diverse patterns and sources
of funding across the jurisdictions (Figure A5).
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Figure A5: Amount and source of preschool funding by jurisdiction (Productivity Commission
2014b, p. 499)
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Each jurisdiction has also taken a different approach to the objective of achieving equal participation
of all children, regardless of socio-economic status or family background. Figure A6 provides an
overview of the types of strategies identified in each jurisdiction’s 2015 implementation plan
(Australian Capital Territory 2015; New South Wales Government 2015; Northern Territory
Government 2015; Queensland Government 2015a; South Australian Government 2015; Tasmanian
Government 2015; Victorian Government 2015; Western Australian Government 2015).
These strategies can be grouped into two broad approaches – per-child subsidies with additional
loadings for priority cohorts (largely in jurisdictions with mixed provision) and, in jurisdictions with
mostly government or school provision, a focus on broader strategies around engaging children and
families in early learning.
Figure A6: Strategies for improving access for vulnerable and disadvantaged children
State or territory

New South Wales

Victoria

Approach to improving access
Increased per-child subsidies for the community preschool sector, with
additional loadings for children in outer regional and remote areas, children
with additional English language needs, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children, children in low income families. NSW also provides funding for mobile
preschools to service remote communities.
•

Kindergarten Fee Subsidy – enables eligible vulnerable children to access a
funded kindergarten program for 600 hours in the year before school free
of charge or at a minimal cost.
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•
•

•

Early Start Kindergarten Program – enables Indigenous children and
children known to child protection to attend a 3-year-old kindergarten
program up to 600 hours per year free of charge.
Access to Early Learning Program – a service model that aims to build the
capacity of education and care services to meet the needs of vulnerable
children, to work more effectively with families, and to work more
collaboratively with the broader child and family service system. Currently
delivered in 7 local areas.
Koorie Engagement Support Officers/ Koorie Preschool Assistants Program
– specialist staff who provide information and support to the families of
Indigenous children, communities, kindergarten staff and management.

Queensland

Per-child subsidies with additional loadings for regional and remote services. A
range of local initiatives to integrate early education with the broader service
system, including building the capacity of kindergarten providers to engage
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and deliver inclusive early
childhood education programs.

South Australia

Ensuring universal provision of preschool, with additional subsidies targeted at
priority cohorts – for example Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children,
children on a Health Care Card and children on Temporary Protection, bridging
or Humanitarian visas. Funding early childhood leadership positions on the
Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands.

Western
Australia

Continuing delivery of preschool through local schools to ensure all children
have access to a preschool program. Funding for broader early-learning
strategies, such as child and parent centres, the Best Start playgroup model and
the Better Beginnings literacy program.

Tasmania

Continuing delivery of preschool through local schools to ensure all children
have access to a preschool program. Funding is provided to broader early
learning strategies such as the Launching into Learning program (0-4), Child and
Family Centres, and Aboriginal Early Years Liaison Officers.

Northern
Territory

Per-child subsidies with additional loadings for remote services, with a focus on
developing quality early childhood education program and curriculum models
that are appropriate to remote and very remote and Indigenous context. The
Northern Territory also funds extensive provision of the Families as First
Teachers program and the Mobile Early Childhood Education program.

Australian Capital
Territory

Continuing delivery of preschool through local schools to ensure all children
have access to a preschool program. Building community support for preschool
and family engagement strategies.

Effectiveness and impact
Overall, the Universal Access partnership approach has been effective in meeting its policy
objectives of increased provision of a preschool program to all children in the year before school.
However, it is clear there are still some children missing out on access to 15 hours a week of a
preschool program and not all children are attending for the full year – and these children are more
likely to be from disadvantaged cohorts.
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As a delivery strategy, the National Partnership Agreement on Universal Access is one of the more
effective examples of cooperative federalism. The Queensland Government, for instance,
commented that:
“Universal Access has been one of the most successful federation-style reforms in recent
history. It demonstrates the effectiveness of both levels of government working
together, with jurisdictions tailoring delivery models and strategies to their own unique
circumstances to achieve an agreed outcome” (Deloitte Access Economics 2014, p. 3).
Nationally, preschool provision and participation has increased significantly, with headline
enrolment targets met in most jurisdictions. The overarching assessment of the effectiveness of the
National Partnership Agreement shows that a high proportion of children are enrolled in a preschool
program in the year before school, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and
children from disadvantaged backgrounds. It is clear that all jurisdictions have significantly expanded
their provision of preschool and boosted the early childhood teacher workforce.
It is also clear that strategies to ensure that preschool was available in forms that met the needs of
parents were successful in promoting innovation and expansion in Long Day Care and other centrebased settings.
Yet, underlying the headline figures is a variable pattern of implementation that has resulted in
inequitable patterns of delivery and expenditure between jurisdictions, highly variable direct costs
for families, and poor data infrastructure that limits our ability to measure the effectiveness and
impact of the National Partnership Agreements.
Not all children are attending 15 hours of preschool per week (Productivity Commission 2014b, p.
493), and there is a particularly significant gap between enrolment and attendance (Figure A7).
However, the current measure of attendance –taken during a reference week in August –underestimates participation throughout the year.
Figure A7: Proportion of children enrolled and attending preschool (ABS 2016d) 22
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Enrolment and attendance rates suggest that mechanisms to ensure cost was not a barrier to access
for families have been successful for many families, although cost barriers appear to still be
preventing many vulnerable children from accessing preschool – especially in jurisdictions where it is
not available for free for these cohorts. Children from non-English speaking backgrounds and
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families are under-represented (Figure A8).
Figure A8: Proportion of children aged 3–5 years enrolled in a preschool program who are from
special needs groups, compared with their representation in the community, 2014 (Steering
Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2015, p. 3A.16) 23
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Critically, in considering the effectiveness of the National Partnership Agreements, it is clear that
issues remain with the consistency and accuracy of data and measurement.
The official 2014 review of the impact of the NPA was significantly limited by the lack of robust
comparable data or the capacity to measure the impact of the NPA on children’s outcomes (Deloitte
Access Economics 2014, 2015). At the outset of the NPA, there was very limited consistent data, and
although work has been undertaken to improve the quality of the National Early Childhood
Education and Care Collection (the National Collection), information gaps and lack of consistency in
the way information is collected significantly limits the quality of data (Deloitte Access Economics
2015; Fox 2016).
These data issues mean that there are widely acknowledged issues with data accuracy that limit the
comparability and utility of the core datasets designed to track progress against the National
Partnership Agreement targets. While the data remains incomplete or misleading is it difficult to
Note: there are limitations in comparing preschool participation and representation in the community, given
differences in methodology.
23
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determine exactly where Governments need to focus effort to ensure all children are enrolled in
Universal Access preschool programs.
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Appendix B: International approaches
to preschool for 3 year olds

Internationally, there is a move towards public investment in two years of
preschool, with early education clearly being framed as an investment in
human capital. A number of European countries have provided universal
preschool for 3 and 4 year olds since the 1960s. More recently, peer countries
like the United Kingdom and New Zealand have introduced free or heavily
subsidised preschool for 3 and 4 year olds, and high-performing East Asian
countries are rapidly expanding their early education systems towards
universal access for all 3 and 4 year olds.
The structure and delivery of early childhood education differs significant internationally. Gambaro,
Stewart and Waldfogel (2014, p. 9) note that “national differences in the organisation of children’s
care and education are deeply rooted in different historical developments and reflect the wider set
of relations between families, the market and the state”. However, it is clear that many countries are
grappling with similar challenges around increasing access, maintaining or increasing quality, and
managing affordability (for both families and the government).
Australia has much lower levels of participation in either ECEC or preschool programs than peer
countries in the OECD, where the average rate of participating in preschool programs (classified as
ISCED2) is close to 80 per cent.
Figure B1: OECD Enrolment rates in early childhood education at age 3 (OECD 2015, p. 322)
100

60

Age 3 Preschool

40

Age 3 ECEC

20
0
Switzerland
Australia
United States
Ireland
Austria
Luxembourg
OECD average
Portugal
EU21 average
Japan
Netherlands
Denmark
Germany
Sweden
Italy
Norway
Spain
Iceland
New Zealand
United Kingdom
Belgium
France

% of children

80

113

English-speaking peer nations have been rapidly expanding their provision of preschool to 3 year
olds over the past decade. For example:






The United Kingdom established an entitlement to funded early education for 4 year olds in
1999 and this was expanded to 3 year olds in 2004, and more recently to 40 per cent of 2 year
olds, based on disadvantage. There is near-universal attendance in part-time programs from all 3
and 4 year olds, although a lower proportion of low-income 3 year olds are in regular preschool.
New Zealand introduced 20 hours of free early education for all 3 year olds in 2007 and have
near universal attendance. The introduction of a free entitlement increased overall participation
slightly, and number of hours attended significantly (May 2014; McLachlan 2011; Taguma,
Litjens & Makowiecki 2012).
Ireland has historically low levels of participation in preschool. Universal access for 4 year olds
was introduced in 2010, with universal free preschool for 3 year olds coming into effect from
September 2016 (Child and Family Agency 2014; Directorate-General for Internal Policies 2013;
Early Childhood Ireland 2015).

A number of European nations implemented high-quality universal preschool, starting at least at age
3, as a core part of their social platforms. For example:




Norway has near universal attendance in preschool from age 3 and for around 30 hours per
week, although it took nearly 30 years to build both capacity and demand for full coverage
There was a steady but gradual expansion from 27 per cent of 3 to 5 year olds in 1980, to 97 per
cent by 2010 (Ellingsaeter 2014, p. 57). The socio-economic gap in access has decreased since
the 1980s, attributed to the expansion in places and reduction in fees (Ellingsaeter 2014; Engel
et al. 2015).
France has a long-standing universal preschool platform for all children aged 3-6. The program is
free, integrated with the school system, supports full or part-day attendance, and runs in three
age-based classes. Since 1980, all 3 year olds have had a legislated right to an early education
place, and attendance is near-universal (Fagnani 2014; OECD 2004). The expansion of provision
to universal access in the 1970s produced large and sustained impacts, with the most
disadvantaged cohorts benefiting most (Dumas & Arnaud 2010).

The countries that are at the forefront of global education innovation and that are the high
performers in international education benchmarking exercises, such as Shanghai, Hong Kong, and
Korea (Zhao 2015), are rapidly expanding their provision of early education and are moving towards
universal provision for all children from age 3. For example:




China currently has two thirds of children in preschool programs and is aiming to provide
universal access to two years of preschool by 2020, with early childhood education being a key
component of China’s strategy for lifting human capital (Bing Wu, Eming Young & Cai 2012;
Brookings Institute 2013).
Korea currently has nearly 75 per cent of 3 year olds in preschool programs, with universal
access to early education for 3 to 5 year olds. All 3 to 5 year olds receive a subsidy to attend
early education, regardless of whether they attend a stand-alone kindergarten program or ECEC
setting, with a common curriculum operating across all early education providers (Kaga, Barnett
& Bennett 2012; Taguma et al. 2012).

The tables in this appendix provide snapshots of the architecture of various early education systems,
including information on attendance, governance, policy, funding, quality and regulation.
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Country profiles

United Kingdom (England)
Context of legislation
changes/or reforms

Major reforms over the past 15 years, primarily via the Childcare Act of 2006. The reforms aimed to provide more child-centred
approaches and holistic, coordinated services. The Sure Start initiative was a central part of these reforms. Bringing ECEC and
education together under the same governance was also part of the system vision.
All 4 year olds have been entitled to a funded early education place since 1998 and in 2004 this was extended to all 3 year olds.
From 2010, all 3 and 4 year olds have been entitled to 570 hours of funded education. This was later extended to the 40 per cent
most disadvantaged 2 year olds.
The Early Years Professional Programme (EYPP) from 2007 sought to raise staff qualifications and better align with school
qualifications (including have more school teachers in preschool settings).

Governance
Program information
Funding arrangements
Age of participation
Ratios
Hours
Staff qualifications
ECE

In February 2016, it was announced this would be doubled to the equivalent of to 30 hours of free childcare from 2017. Eight
councils will offer it from Sept 2016.
Ministry of Education is the governing agency
Early education and childcare includes different forms of nurseries (day nurseries, nursery schools and nursery classes),
playgroups, children or family centres and childminders.
All 3 and 4-year-olds in England are entitled to free ECE, priority 2 year olds are also eligible
Public financing comes mostly from the national level which covers the majority of ECEC costs and the remaining share is usually
paid for by parents. Public expenditure of $US9,000 per child over 3 years per year (OECD data 2014)
93% of 3 year olds and 97% of 4 year olds participated in 2015
Kindergarten and preschool teacher ratio is 1:15 children
ECEC settings is 1:8
570 hours of free early education or childcare a year. This is often taken as 15 hours each week for 38 weeks of the year. From
2016/17 this will be doubled to 30 hours/week
In group care facilities in England, 50% of the caregivers in charge of children under 3 years of age are required to have a relevant
ISCED Level 2 qualification, while at least one practitioner must have a qualification at Level 3. For children over 3, at least one
practitioner has to have a Level 5 qualification, corresponding to the “Early Years Professional Status”, and another staff member
a Level 3 qualification.
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Quality and curriculum
frameworks

Quality monitoring
and/or evaluation

On-the-job training is mandatory for all ECEC professionals. In particular, for children over the age of 3, initial education is at a
high level. since one practitioner per group needs an ISCED Level 5 qualification.
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) sets out the pedagogical approach for children’s learning and development from birth to
age 5, targeting six areas of learning:
• personal, social and emotional development
• communication, language and literacy
• problem solving, reasoning and numeracy
• knowledge and understanding of the world
• physical development
• creative development.
It emphasises a play-based approach with individualised learning and integrated activities.
Statutory framework for the early years’ foundation stage - Setting the standards for learning, development and care for children
from birth to five was released in 2012
Government agency monitor all four areas: staff quality, service quality, curriculum implementation and child development/
outcomes in all ECEC settings.

Sources:(OECD 2014a; UK Government 2016; Wall, Litjens & Taguma 2015)

New Zealand
Context of legislation
changes /or reforms
Governance and
program delivery
Program information
Funding arrangements
Age of participation

Significant reforms to early childhood education over 1986 and 2008, commencing with early education centres moving under the
Ministry of Education in 1986; Pathways to the Future launched: a 10-year strategic plan for ECE in 2002, 20 Hours Free
Programme implemented in 2007; Legislation of the principles and strands of Te Whāriki in 2008; Better Public Services
Programme launched in 2012 including goals for early years’ education.
Delivered by ECE centres who opt into the scheme
20 Hours ECE was launched in 2007 for all 3 and 4-year-olds to access (ECE) services for six hours a day, 20 hours a week at no
charge. 20 Hours ECE is provided, per child, for 3 to 5-year-olds in services that have ‘opted in’ to the scheme. Since 1 July 2010, 5year olds and all teacher-led ECE services, Kōhanga Reo and Playcentres have been included in the scheme.
Parents apply through the ECE services. They can have 20 hours free and then pay fees to the centre for any hours used over this.
Public expenditure on pre-primary - over $US11000 per child over 3 years of age (OECD 2014 data)
Around 93 per cent of 3 year olds and 97 per cent of 4 year olds in New Zealand were enrolled in centre-based ECE in 2014
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Ratio of children per
teacher in kindergarten
by class size (2014)

Hours
Staff qualifications
teachers
Curriculum frameworks

Quality monitoring
and/or evaluation

11-20 children – 6.6
21-30 children – 7.5
31-40 children – 8.1
41-50 children – 10.1
More than 51 children – 8.5
20 hours free (up to 6 hours a day and 20 hours a week total)
Some centres may have a minimum hours’ policy so parents may face fees for their child’s attendance above 20 hours.
The benchmark qualification for New Zealand-qualified early childhood teachers is a Bachelor of Teaching (Early Childhood
Education) or Diploma of Teaching (Early Childhood Education), or an equivalent Level 7 qualification approved for registration by
the Education Council of Aotearoa New Zealand.
Te Whāriki – framework for 0-5 years - adopts a specific socio-cultural perspective on learning that acknowledges the different
cultural and social contexts in New Zealand and a social and interactive way of learning is highly important. The curriculum is built
around five ‘pillars’ of child development for which developmental, cultural, and learning goals are formulated. Heralded
internationally as a leading example of culturally inclusive curriculum.

Sources: (New Zealand Government 2016; OECD 2014a; Taguma, Litjens & Makowiecki 2012; TeachNZ 2016)

Ireland
Context of legislation
changes /or reforms

Ireland has a strong tradition of parental (home) care for preschool aged children and low participation rates in ECE before the
major reforms over the past 5-6 years, stemming from 1999 white paper. The first National Children’s Strategy, Our Children –
Their Lives (2000-2010) and universal pre-school provision was made in January 2010. More recently, a new policy framework for
children and young people for 2014 to 2020 - Better Outcomes Brighter Futures - shifting policy to an early intervention focus and
including a national early years’ strategy and additional free year of preschool. The most recent legislative changes made in 2015,
coming into effect in September 2016 extend free preschool access to 3 year olds.
Compulsory school age is 6 however, 45.5 per cent of 4 year olds and 99 per cent of 5 year olds are enrolled in primary schools
voluntarily (2013)
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Governance and
program delivery

Under the Department of Children and Youth Affairs

Policy Framework

Better Outcomes Brighter Futures - The national policy framework for children & young people 2014 - 2020 is a whole government
policy, operating across all agencies.
The state pays the participating centres. Parents pay fees for additional hours or services over and above the 15 hours free
3-5 year olds are eligible for free hours
Up to 11 children: 1 pre-school leader
12 - 22 children: 1 pre-school leader and 1 pre-school assistant
23 - 33 children: 2 pre-school leaders and 1 pre-school assistant
34 - 44 children: 2 pre-school leaders and 2 pre-school assistants and so on.
Free hours are 3 hours a day over 5 days (15 hours a week)
Introduced in 2010 – preschool leaders in the pre-school year to have a minimum of a Level 5 qualification (on Ireland’s National
Framework of Qualifications). Pre-school teachers are required to hold a national degree in childcare / education
equivalent to level 4 on the EFQ, which is a specialised vocational degree. Before September 2012, it was also possible to work as
pre-school practitioner without this degree level, as long as the person had a qualification in the field of ECEC
Síolta - the quality framework for early years’ services (0-6 years), looks at all aspects of quality
Aistear - the curriculum framework for early years (0-6 years), focuses on the child’s learning outcomes, built around the themes
of well-being, identity and belonging, communicating and exploring and thinking. Flexible and can accommodate a range of
different pedagogical approaches within the framework.

Funding arrangements
Age of participation
Class size/ Ratios

Hours
Staff qualifications
teachers
Quality and curriculum
frameworks

Sources: (Child and Family Agency 2014; Directorate-General for Internal Policies 2013)

Norway
Context of legislation
changes /or reforms

Over a decade of reforms have led to very high participation and much reduced costs for Kindergarten in Norway. Under the 2003
Kindergarten Agreement (Barnheageforliket), parties across the political spectrum committed to the expansion of quality
kindergarten places to achieve full coverage for 0-5 year olds. The Kindergarten Act of 2005 and White Paper No. 16 (2006-2007),
“No one left behind: Early interventions for lifelong learning” made significant changes to quality and alignment with schooling.
Integrated ECEC provision and schooling under the Ministry of Education and Research in 2006. A legal entitlement to a place in
kindergarten from the age of one was introduced in 2009.
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Governance and
program delivery
Program information
Funding arrangements

The Ministry of Education and Research has responsibility for funding and monitoring Kindergarten. Under decentralised
governance the municipalities implement the policy. Municipalities own half of Norway’s kindergartens and oversee all public and
private kindergartens in their districts.
Barnehager (kindergartens) and Familienbarnehager (Family Day Care) offer regular half-day or full-day, full year services for
children aged 0-5 years. Åpne barnehager (open kindergartens) are part-time, drop-in centres for children and parents/care-givers
who participate in programmes with the child
Parental fees for kindergartens and Family Day Care are capped at NOK 2 405 per month (2014) and account for 15 per cent of
costs on average, government funding covering 85 per cent. Open kindergartens require no or very low fees.
Government funding for Kindergarten (0-5 years) was NOK 38 billion/1.4 per cent of GDP in 2012. In the national budget for 2015
introduced a nation-wide subsidy schemes for low-income families from 1 May 2015 - families will pay a maximum of 6 per cent of
their income for a place in kindergarten, free core hours in kindergarten extended from 1 August 2015 to all 4 and 5-year-olds
from low income families.

Age of participation

Public expenditure on pre-primary - approximately $US4000 per child (OECD 2011 data)
Children 1-2 years: 79.8%; children 3-5 years: 96.6% in 2013

Class size

Max 30

Ratios

One kindergarten teacher per 7-9 children under the age of 3 and one kindergarten teacher per 16-18 children over the age of 3
when children attend for more than six hours per day.
Centres offer half day and full day programs. There is a legal right to access 41 hours of education per week.
Kindergartens are staffed with pedagogical leaders (pedagogiske ledere) and assistants. The evaluation of the training for
kindergarten teachers has led to a new framework plan and a new structure of kindergarten teacher education, implemented in
August 2013
A three-year tertiary degree in kindergarten teacher education, or equivalent pedagogical degree at tertiary level, with additional
education focusing on working with children There are exemptions from qualification requirements if there is a lack of applicants only 37.5% of staff were trained kindergarten teachers in 2013.

Hours
Educator team
Staff qualifications
teachers
Staff qualifications
Assistants

A four-year vocational training at upper secondary level as childcare and youth workers
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Curriculum frameworks
Quality monitoring
and/or evaluation

The Framework Plan for the Content and Tasks of Kindergartens was implemented in 2006 – follows the socio-pedagogic tradition
of ECEC in Nordic countries (central focus on children’s well-being and interests, social equality, and democracy).
In 2012, kindergartens were included in the portfolio of the Directorate for Education and Training (Utdanningsdirektoratet),
under the Ministry of Education and Research. The directorate is responsible for the evaluation of the education system through
the National Quality Assessment System.

Source: (Engel et al. 2015; OECD 2014a)

France
Context of legislation
changes /or reforms
Governance and
program delivery

Program information
Funding arrangements

Age of participation
Class size/
Ratios
Hours
Educator team

The école maternelle is part of a long history - state provision began in the 1830s as a way of protecting the poorest children from
a lack of development and from squalor or depravity. In 1989, every child from the age of 3 years old was officially given the right
to a preschool place (although 90 per cent of 3 year olds were already attending by 1980 after expansion policies of the 1960s and
1970s).
The école maternelle is part of the national education system, and responsibilities are shared between the State and the local
authorities. The ministère de la jeunesse, de l’éducation nationale et de la recherche (Ministry of Youth, National Education, and
Research) is the governing department (ECEC is under another Ministry). Preschools are fully integrated into the primary school
of the national education system, with the same guiding principles, opening hours, and administration as elementary schools.
They generally operate in separate buildings on the school site.
Pre-school (école maternelle) is a universal, free education program with access from age 3. There are three levels of preschool:
petite section (little section) for 3-year-olds, moyenne section (middle section) for 4-year-olds and grande section (large section)
for 5-year-olds. Voluntary, but considered the foundation of the education system.
Fully state funded, no fees to parents
France invest around 1.2% of GDP in early childhood education, fourth largest proportionate investment among OECD countries
as at 2011
Estimated expenditure per child over 3 years per year $US6600 (OECD 2011)
100 per cent of 3-6 year olds and approximately 35 per cent of 2 year olds are attending preschool
There are no national regulations for staff-child ratios though in general
The number of children per class has decreased over the years: from 42.9 children per class on average in 1960 to 30 in 1980, and
25.5 in 2001-2002. In ZEPs (zones d’éducation prioritaire), schools receive additional funds in order to reduce the child-staff ratios.
26 hours per week from (school days during the school year)
Teachers and assistants with early childhood education
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Staff qualifications
Instituteurs
Professeurs
des écoles
ATSEM
(agent territorial
specialisé des écoles
maternelles)
Curriculum frameworks

Quality monitoring
and/or evaluation

Until the early 1990s, preschool teachers (instituteurs) completed two years of post-baccalaureate training at the École Normale
which included specialised training in early childhood education – now qualifications are much higher (see Professeurs below)
Recruitment by public exam
Licence (3 year college degree) + training at IUFM (teacher training institute – typically 1 year including eight weeks practical).
Qualified to teach children aged 2-11 years.
36 weeks of professional development over the teacher’s career
Early childhood CAP - certificate in early childhood

Before 2015/16 - One national curriculum, five domains of activities: (1) developing oral language and an introduction to writing;
(2) learning how to work together; (3) acting and expressing emotions and thoughts with one’s body; (4) discovering the world;
and (5) imagining, feeling, and creating. The curriculum is organised around three overlapping cycles that bridge children’s
learning from preschool to primary school, and it defines competencies that children are expected to meet by the end of the école
maternelle.
A new curriculum due to be implemented over 2015/16 incorporating a more play-based approach.
An inspector in charge of the primary schools evaluates each teacher through observations and discussions about once every
three to four years.

Sources: (Fagnani 2014; OECD 2004, 2014a)

China
Context of legislation
changes /or reforms
Governance

China’s national education strategic plan states that “human resources are the foremost of all resources for our nation’s economic
development, and education is the main channel to develop human resources” and extending preschool education is a key
element of that plan. The document sets a target of 80 per cent participation in two years of preschool by 2020 (from a base of 65
per cent in 2009) and outlines a general commitment to universal preschool access.
The National Population and Family Planning Commission is responsible for raising the capability of the population. Its mandate
extends from family planning to young children’s development from birth to age 3. The Ministry of Education sets policy for and
oversees the implementation of pre-primary education for children ages 3–6, sets curricular standards, drafts laws and
regulations, and monitors and evaluates pre-primary education. Education departments at the provincial, municipal, county, and
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Program information
Funding arrangements

Age of participation
Ratios
Hours
Staff qualifications
ECE
Quality and curriculum
frameworks

Quality monitoring
and/or evaluation

district levels operate and finance public kindergartens, approve and oversee private kindergartens, set the level of fees charged
by public and private kindergartens, provide preservice and in-service teacher education, collect statistics, and inspect
kindergartens.
There are mainly three types of early childhood education and care institutions in China. Nurseries are for children birth to 3 years
old, kindergartens are for children of 3 to 6 years old. Mobile and seasonal kindergartens are provided in more remote areas.
There is a shortage of provision outside of urban areas.
Pre-primary education accounts for 1.3-1.5 per cent of China’s education budget. Services are delivered by a range of private and
for-profit providers. About 68 per cent of kindergartens are private, enrolling about 47 per cent of students.
Pre-primary education is funded by the state and by parents. In 2012, monthly fees ranged from RMB130 (US$19) to RMB3,000
(US$441) (average rural income is RMB5,153 (US$758) The low end covers mostly food and learning materials. The more
expensive kindergartens also provide air conditioning and Chinese-English bilingual education. Parents pay an additional fee to
cover equipment and building costs.
There are regional differences, with Shanghai, for example, guaranteeing early education places to all children, with fee waivers
for low-income children and subsides for public and private preschools.
The enrolled rate of children aged 3 to 5 years in kindergarten was 44.6 per cent, 55.6 per cent was in cities and townships, and
35.6% was in rural areas which account for about 70 per cent of the total population.
In 2010, the student-to-teacher ratio was 9:1 in cities, 16:1 in county towns, and 28:1 in rural areas. Qualified teachers were also
unevenly distributed across cities, towns, and rural areas.
Kindergarten is mostly full time
6.13 per cent of early childhood educators have bachelor degrees and 43.02 per cent had two or three-year college educations.
More than half of educators have no professional training. Lifting educator quality is a key strategic priority for China.
A range of curricular approaches are used in China, from formal, whole group instruction to approaches influenced by Montessori
or Reggio Emilia. There is significant regional difference. Some regions, like Hong Kong and Shanghai, have a recommended or
mandated early years’ curriculum frameworks (Curriculum Development Council 2006). The Shanghai curriculum is
“predominantly play-based, focused on story-telling, physical activity, and other forms of enrichment. Reading, writing, and
arithmetic are explicitly banned, because policymakers believe that teaching these subjects to 3-year-olds will dampen their love
of learning” (Driskell 2015). Some regions have comprehensive quality measures. For example, the Shanghai Education
Commission grades all kindergartens based on adherence to the national curriculum, compliance with health and safety
procedures, and the qualifications of teachers.
The Regulations on Kindergarten Management and Rules on Kindergarten Routines provide the legal basis kindergartens,
clarifying the responsibilities and obligations assumed by the governments, societies, and concerned departments, and also
clarifying the administrative system with respect to responsibilities of local authorities and management at different levels.
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Source: (Bing Wu, Eming Young & Cai 2012; Brookings Institute 2013; Driskell 2015; Ministry of Education 2010; Zhu 2009)

Korea
Context of legislation
changes /or reforms

Governance
Program information
Funding arrangements

Age of participation
Ratios
Hours
Staff qualifications
ECE

Quality and curriculum
frameworks

The introduction of new funding arrangements and a national curriculum in 2012 was a step towards bridging the ‘education’ and
‘care’ gap in early childhood education in Korea. Prior to the introduction of the Nuri Curriculum, there was a strong separation
between childcare (age 0-5) and kindergarten (age 3-5) settings (which operate in a mixed public/private market), with different
funding arrangements and sources for children in each sector. Currently, all children aged 3-5 experience a shared curriculum and
are funded to attend by the local Office of Education. The objective of this policy was to increase equity in educational
opportunities.
The Ministry of Education is responsible for governance of kindergartens and the Ministry of Health and Welfare is responsible for
childcare centres. There is a split between public and private provision of kindergarten and childcare.
All children receive a flat subsidy to cover the cost of early childhood education (for 3-5 year olds) regardless of family income,
although costs differ between provinces. Children attending public services receive a higher rate of subsidy.
In 2014, the government spent around. 5.3 trillion won on kindergarten and 9.64 trillion won on childcare. Since 2009, the early
childhood education budget has been raised 4.3 times and childcare budget 2.4 times. Expenditure on ECEC services between
2010 and 2014 has been increased from 0.52% to 1.01% of overall GDP.
Children attend preschool programs from age 3 to age 5, with around 91 per cent of all children attending.
Varies by province. In case of Seoul, Age 3(1:18), Age 4(1:24), Age 5(1:28), Mixed age class(1:23)
3 to 5 hours per day
Kindergarten teachers are required to complete a 4 year degree or two years of training at college and a requirement to ass the
National Teacher Exam, with a minimum of 240 hours on-job training. Childcare teachers are required to complete a 2-year
tertiary education, or a 1-year vocational training program. A policy objective for Korea is aligning the qualification requirements
between the two sectors. Half of all kindergarten teachers have a 4 year university degree, compared to 30 per cent for childcare
teachers.
The Nuri Curriculum is play-based and child-centred. The curriculum can be flexibly applied and focuses on 5 key outcomes:
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Quality monitoring
and/or evaluation



To develop physical skills and form lifelong healthy habits



To communicate well with others



To build up self-esteem and be collaborative with others



To stimulate children’s interest in aesthetics and creativity and encourage them to have experience in art



To have curiosity about the world and understanding their surroundings in scientific ways

Separate quality monitoring and accreditation systems operate between the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health and
Welfare. The Korea Institute of Child Care and Education reports that quality monitoring processes are not sufficiently rigorous to
ensure high quality across the nation.

Source: Asia Pacific Regional Network for Early Childhood (2016); Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (2013, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c); Na (2013)
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Appendix C: State of the evidence base

To understand what the available evidence can (and cannot) tell policy-makers
about the impact of 3-year-old preschool, it is important to understand the
nature of the evidence base – both in terms of how children learn and develop,
and on the effects of preschool on a range of important outcomes.
There has been an explosion of research on early childhood brain development and the role that
children’s relationships with others play in their learning and development (Centre on the
Developing Child at Harvard University 2010, 2011; National Association for the Education of Young
Children 2012; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child 2004a, 2004b, 2007, 2010, 2015).
This research highlights the potential for preschool programs to engage children at the age when
their brains are most receptive to learning critical foundational skills. Neuroscience shows that
children are primed to learn things at certain ages and typically learn and develop in a certain
sequence. Analysis of the patterns shows peak brain activity at very early ages, well before 5 or 6
years of age when formal schooling commences (Figure C1).
This broader literature on child development highlights both the potential of 3-year-old preschool
programs to provide effective, developmentally appropriate learning opportunities at a critical age,
and the importance of high-quality provision at this age.
Figure C1: Sensitive periods in early brain development (Education and Health Standing
Committee 2012)
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Regarding the intervention literature evaluating the impact of preschool, there are four broad bodies
of evidence available. Together, these bodies of evidence – that span single, small-scale studies with
a specific focus through to national and community-wide impact studies – provide a patchwork of
findings, with evidence from a range of contexts and circumstances. Although impacts differ in type
and magnitude (and robustness), there are consistent messages about the impact of quality and the
potential for longer duration to have a greater impact. The broad bodies of evidence include:








Demonstration projects: A handful of landmark
studies from the 1970s and 1980s – such as
HighScope Perry Preschool and the Abecedarian
Project – delivered very intensive and
comprehensive preschool and family support
initiatives to highly disadvantaged families in the
United States. Long-term follow up from these
randomised controlled trials has found
substantial impacts on a range of key outcomes
and significant returns on investment (Emerson,
Fox & Smith 2015). However, these were very
intensive early-education programs, delivered in
very specific socio-economic and cultural
conditions. They have highlighted the potential
of quality early education to change children’s
trajectories, but are not necessarily directly
transferrable to modern Australian contexts.

“Younger children have greater neural
plasticity. The critical period for
developing a range of cognitive (e.g.,
inhibitory control) and language (e.g.,
vocabulary) skills, which are the
building blocks of later social and
academic capacities, begins even
earlier than the age of 3 and continue
throughout childhood and
adolescence”
Domitrovich et al. (2013)

European social platforms: Many European nations introduced high-quality universal preschool
for children from birth to school entry in the mid-20th century, and now have firmly embedded
cultures of preschool attendance. Studies have used regional variances in implementation and
design to estimate the longer-term impacts and have found population-level impacts on
educational attainment and workforce participation (Gambaro, Stewart & Waldfogel 2014, p. 4).
Smaller scale studies: There are a number of studies, of variable levels of methodological rigour,
examining stand-alone preschool programs and specific elements of preschool delivery (i.e.
literacy programs). These often have small sample sizes or target very specific cohorts. Some of
these use experimental or quasi-experimental methods, and therefore provide comparatively
reliable data, but they do not necessarily provide strong guidance about the impact system-wide
preschool programs.
Modern large-scale delivery models: There are a handful of large datasets from the United
States examining large-scale initiatives such as HeadStart and state-wide scale-up of ‘pre-k’
programs that have been used to measure the impact of modern, regular delivery of preschool.
These studies have generally identified moderate short-term impacts on cognitive and
behavioural outcomes, although the cognitive impacts have not consistently been maintained
into early primary school (Zaslow, Anderson, et al. 2016). The Effective Provision of Pre-school
Education (EPPE) and Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary education (EPPSE) evaluations
in the UK are also important large-scale studies of modern preschool delivery, and they found
significant short, medium and long-term impacts for high-quality early education (Taggart et al.
2015).

None of the community-wide models of preschool provision have achieved impacts nearly as large
as Perry Preschool or Abecedarian (Figure C2), with this relative decline in the scale of impact of
preschool attributed to the quality and intensity of the program delivered, as well as improvements
in social conditions more broadly (i.e. reductions in poverty and improved maternal education) and
an increase in the quality of care received by control groups (Duncan & Magnuson 2013a).
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However, the majority of studies find positive impacts, ranging in scale from small to moderate, with
the largest impacts found with the most disadvantaged children.
Figure C2: Average impact of early child care programs in the US at end of treatment (Duncan &
Magnuson 2013b)

Across all of these studies, there are a number of factors that impact how to interpret and apply the
findings:












Many studies include 3 and 4 year olds and do not necessarily disaggregate by age – so
determining the specific effects of preschool for 3 year olds is challenging.
Impact is measured in very different ways across studies –what constitutes a ‘positive impact’
is different across studies. Using different cognitive and ‘non cognitive’ measures makes it
difficult to aggregate findings.
Impact measures tend to privilege cognitive outcomes over social and emotional outcomes –
even though there is growing evidence that it is the impact of preschool on broader capabilities
such as resilience, emotional regulation, social skills and relationships that generate the strong
long-term impacts of preschool (Heckman 2008; Heckman & Kautz 2012, 2013; Heckman, Stixrud
& Urzua 2006; Kautz et al. 2014; Reynolds 2010)
All studies highlight the critical importance of the quality of the program – but most studies
measure quality differently, often in very imprecise ways, and even the best available validated
measurement instruments are imperfect. Many studies use structural elements as proxy
measures of quality, even though it is generally agreed that process quality elements (educatorchild interactions) are the key ingredient to impact.
More studies have focused on target cohorts – the large-scale datasets and body of smallerscale evaluations in the US, in particular, have often focused on disadvantaged children,
meaning that there is a stronger evidence-base.
There are very few long-term follow ups – the power of the demonstration projects comes
through the decades of follow up (with return on investment ratios increasing exponentially
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across the life course), but the majority of other studies follow children to early primary at best
(where cognitive impacts appear to fade). Modern studies with longer-term follow up (like
EPPE/EPPSE) have found positive impacts on graduation rates.
The ecological context, in which outcomes are influenced by a child’s home life, social networks and
community surrounds (Bronfenbrenner 1979), further complicates the interpretation and
generalisability of findings from studies in specific locations or communities. Large studies seeking to
describe ‘average’ impacts can fail to expose the nuances of just who is impacted and if program
quality varies across sites.
Although there is inconsistency in the evidence base, the association between quality and impact is
undisputed and the findings regarding the impact of high quality provision are relatively consistent. 24

Those who argue against the introduction of universal preschool often do so on the basis of the challenge of
achieving high quality at scale (Armor 2014; Cascio & Whitmore Schanzenbach 2013b; Whitehurst 2013).
24
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Appendix D: Jurisdictional policy and funding arrangements
for 3 year old preschool

State or
territory

% 3yo in
programs
delivered
by an ECT

Policy and funding arrangements
New South Wales has a substantially higher proportion of 3-year-old children attending preschool programs, in part
because of a history of employing more early childhood teachers in preschool and Long Day Care settings.

New South
Wales

38.2%

Under NSW’s funding model, 3 year olds attending community preschools are eligible for the same per-child subsidy rate
as 4 year olds if they are Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander or hold a Health Care Card (NSW Government 2016). Some
community preschools charge fees for non-subsidised 3 year olds. A review of the impact of the new funding model found
that overall enrolments of target cohort children increased by 2 per cent between 2013 and 2014, and enrolments of
Aboriginal children and children from low-income families increased by 5 per cent (NSW Department of Education 2016c).
The Supporting Children with Additional Needs program is targeted at children with disability aged 3-5 and supports
access to early education and care and preschool (NSW Government 2016).
Preschool grants made to Long Day Care centres are only for children in the year before school, not 3 year olds.

Victoria

7.1% 25

The Early Start Kindergarten program provides up to 15 hours of free or low cost preschool (delivered by an ECT) to 3year-old Aboriginal children and 3-year-old children who have been in contact with child protection or referred to the

Victorian data for preschool programs not provided in long day care centres only include 3 year old children who have been approved to attend funded 4 year old
kindergarten programs, and so do not include children in other programs for 3 year olds (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 2016a)

25
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early intervention service, ChildFIRST. The programs are delivered in a mixed-age group or as part of a year before school
program (Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 2016; Victorian Department of Education
and Training 2016a).
Established in 2010, the program has been relatively successful in boosting participation of Aboriginal children (from 258
in 2010 to 462 in 2014), although state-wide data indicates that it appears to be less effective in engaging the estimated
2000 children eligible under the child protection measure (with only 329 participating in 2014, up from 205 in 2010)
(Victorian Child and Adolescent Monitoring System 2016). 26
In Victoria, 75 per cent of local councils operate some form of preschool program for 3 year olds (MAV 2015). There
appears to be no information available on the types of programs operating or the number of children participating,
although a 2009 government report estimated that there were around 1000 preschool programs operating in Victoria for
3 year olds. These programs had a median session length of 2.75 hours, operated across a range of settings, and were
mostly funded through parent fees (Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 2009). It is
unclear how many children accessed these services.

Queensland

15.7%

Where spaces are available in the 4 year old kindergarten program, parents can access a kindergarten program for their 3
year old. However, 3 year old children are not eligible for state government subsidies so the out-of-pocket cost is high.
Queensland has a few providers of fee-based dedicated 3 year old kindergarten programs. These services usually also offer
the funded four year kindergarten program.
All Aboriginal children and children under guardianship of the Minister (i.e. in child protection) are funded to attend a
preschool program once they turn 3.

South
Australia

16.6%

All children are able to start their 'year before school' program one term, for one session a week, if they attending a
government preschool. This is intended to provide an introduction to preschool.
Children with additional needs may access up to two terms of preschool prior to commencing in their eligible year of
preschool if a preschool has the capacity within existing resources.

Note: To avoid double counting enrolments, where children are eligible as both Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and known to Child Protection, the grant is applied as
an Aboriginal Early Start Kindergarten grant and counted once (Victorian Department of Education and Training 2015b, p. 96).
26
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In WA, 3 year old kindergarten programs are largely privately provided (either through Long Day Care centres, community
agencies, local government or non-government schools).
Western
Australia

21.5%

A large number of non-government schools in WA offer a 3 year old program to children in their local community(Catholic
Education Office Western Australia 2016).
The relatively new KindiLink programme provides Aboriginal 3 year olds with supported playgroup sessions for six hours
per week. Kindilink is jointly delivered by an early childhood teacher and an Aboriginal assistant. They work with families
to support children's learning. It is free and operates for six hours per week in 37 public schools which have a high number
and proportion of Indigenous enrolments (AEDC 2015).
Tasmania has a cross-sectoral policy on admitting highly gifted 3.5 year olds and children transferring from interstate into
funded ‘year before school’ programs, which are largely co-located with primary schools (Tasmanian Department of
Education 2015).

Tasmania

5.0%

There is currently a proposal to lower the school entry age to 4.5 years, which may result in expanded access to preschool
for 3.5-year-old children.
Tasmania’s Launching into Learning program provides resources to all government schools to develop initiatives with
families and communities to support early learning (birth to 4), with a curriculum underpinned by the EYLF and a focus on
engaging other local services to support child learning and family wellbeing (Tasmanian Department of Education 2013;
Tasmanian Government n.d.).

Northern
Territory

Australian
Capital
Territory

The NT provides free preschool for all 3 year olds in remote and very remote communities, an initiative primarily targeted
at Aboriginal children.
14.3%

19.0%

A key action in the NT’s ‘Great Start Great Future’ strategic plan for early childhood is “investigating the options for
expanding 3-year old preschool to all vulnerable and disadvantaged children in the Northern Territory” (Northern Territory
Government 2016).
The ACT Government also funds free Koori preschool programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children aged 3-5
years in the ACT. The ACT has a number of community established and run(fee-based) ‘playschools’ that provide
programs for 3 year olds that may be delivered by an Early Childhood teacher. Some government and non-government
schools also run 3-year-old programs.
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