
Background
In early May 2021, the Australian Children’s Education and Care Authority (ACECQA) released a
consultation paper on the Ten-Year National Children’s Education and Care Workforce Strategy (2021-
30). This was in recognition of the important challenges faced within the Early Childhood Education and
Care (ECEC) sector in Australia including supply shortages, and attraction and retention of experienced
quality educators and teachers. In this document the QUT Centre for Child & Family Studies responds to
the proposed considerations for the strategy, highlighting matters we consider priorities.
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About the QUT Centre for Child and Family Studies

The QUT Centre for Child and Family Studies includes over 40 active researchers who conduct high-
quality research to elevate and transform the lives of children and families, and the lives and work of
educators, health and other professionals working with children. One of the Centre’s six research priorities
is “Professionals”, with a focus on how professionals, including early childhood educators, can best be
supported to enhance service provision for children and families, and their own development, learning and
wellbeing. Given that the basic architecture of the brain that supports lifelong learning and wellbeing grows
exponentially in the first five years of life, we believe that early childhood educators are essential brain
builders. The quality of this early childhood workforce has strong implications for the ongoing economic
and health prosperity of Australia.
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Consultation on the Ten-Year National Children’s Education and Care Workforce Strategy (2021-30) is
timely, given the compelling research that has propelled this area to high national priority. The
infrastructure to support a robust, resilient early childhood workforce is critical for addressing current
and projected workforce shortages. 

The Strategy is predicated on six interrelated focus areas: professional recognition; attraction and
retention; leadership and capability; wellbeing; qualifications and career pathways; data and evidence.
These foci are appropriate, evidence-based, warranted, and supported. Consideration of the entirety of
the early childhood workforce, including each qualification level, and across contexts/settings is key to
consolidating and strengthening the workforce. In particular we draw attention to pay parity for early
childhood teachers with the same level of qualifications working in ECEC and in other educational
contexts (e.g. government or non-government schools). Additionally, we draw attention to the educator
workforce in Family Day Care and other sectors including playgroups, and encourage consideration of
these contexts as unique and important workforce sectors. 

The consultation document (ACECQA, 2021) acknowledges the “need to balance an ongoing focus on
workforce quality with meeting the demand for educators and teachers in a growing sector” (p. 5) and
that “all stakeholders… have an important role to play in advancing the goal of a sustainable, highly
skilled workforce” (p. 6). Such qualified and highly skilled teachers and educators must be supported to
become a workforce in education for transformation (Education Council, 2019).

Our response is based on the key premise that developing an early childhood workforce of the highest
quality will best meet the learning and development needs of our youngest children. A further
consideration is the quantum of educators required to fulfill policy targets. Below we respond to each of
the National Workforce Strategy six focus areas. We draw on extant literature and empirical research,
highlighting ECEC workforce priorities and identifying research gaps. 

Consultation on a Ten-Year National Children’s Education and Care Workforce Strategy (2021-30) (ACECQA, 2021, p.8)

The Ten-Year national Children's Education and Care Workforce Strategy
(2021-30)
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Focus Area 1

Workforce pay and conditions are a long-standing barrier in the sector. Pay parity is essential to
attract and retain educators (Irvine et al., 2016). We advocate for the same pay for early childhood
teachers, across prior to school and school contexts. With this in place, attention to pay parity for
Diploma and Certificate III qualification levels should be a priority. To enable pay parity, we recommend
interrogation of funding models, and scrutiny of centre/organisation staffing cost allocation as a
percentage of the budget as a key to turning around long-entrenched low pay that continues to denigrate
the professional worth of educators. Further, the synthesis of international research on policy and
funding approaches, including cost/benefits, will support the seismic shift that is required to recalibrate
pay for early childhood educators. 

 
Mentoring, and coaching, of early career teachers, is an evidence-based approach (Page & Eadie,
2019) that would be worthy of strong investment. Previous highly successful collaborations between
industry and academics (e.g. QUT) have produced evidence-based programs that could be scaled up for
effectiveness. Mentoring for early childhood teachers should include a focus on the attainment of
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers – with these standards currently under review to reflect
early childhood nomenclature. Coaching is a specific professional development approach with a strong
evidence-base in influencing practice in education. There are many notable examples of coaching,
including several action research projects (Gibson et al., 2020; Newman & Woodrow, 2015; Page &
Eadie, 2019), that highlight the role of coaching in creating the conditions for educators to thrive. Both
mentoring and coaching programs have a proven potential to enhance educators’ sense of worth,
meaning and validation, contribute measurably to professional recognition and satisfaction, and enhance
retention. 

In all education and care settings, teacher registration for early childhood teachers is a priority area
that requires immediate attention. The One Teaching Profession report (Education Council, 2018),
Recommendation 5 is clear “that all early childhood teachers in Australia, regardless of their employment
setting, be required to be registered by teacher regulatory authorities, under a consistent national
approach” (p. viii). This requires bipartisan, cross-jurisdictional agreement, with a clear implementation
strategy. With a national approach to teacher registration in place, attention could then turn to
registration for early childhood educators at other qualification levels.

A national communications campaign that raises the profile and reputation of the ECEC workforce
and attracts enrolments in pre-service courses of all levels is warranted but must be sustained over time,
and repeated, rather than a short-term ‘shot in the arm’. This should also include a direct
communications approach with parents and career advisors within secondary school settings who hold
some influence over future tertiary study choices.

 
 

Professional Recognition
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Focus Area 2

A focus on workforce diversity that is responsive to communities and acknowledging of unique
contexts is key to the provisioning of quality early childhood programs. Growing the workforce from
within communities is an approach that acknowledges and respects strengths.  A focus on growing
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforces, within communities, is an area that we highly
recommend as an urgent priority.

We suggest that scholarships and internships that have prestige and financial support attached are
useful mechanisms, though need to be targeted, with clear criteria and outcomes to retain educators
within their communities (e.g., incentives paid, possibly incrementally). There is much scope to work with
communities to craft culturally responsive scholarships, with strategies to empower the early childhood
workforce.

Employers have a key role to play by putting in place the enabling structures and conditions to support
educators to work at the highest level. New Australian research “Exemplary early childhood educators at
work: A three year Australian study of exemplar early childhood educators” (Press et al., n.d.) clearly
identifies the workplace environmental conditions as key to promoting best practice. Examples relevant
here include staffing models that exceed the National Quality Standards current regulations for staff to
child ratios, and employers providing adequate non-contact and or programming time. 

Organisational budget allocation to staff salary is critical to attract and retain a strong, suitably qualified,
and highly skilled early childhood workforce. We propose that a minimum 80% of budget allocation to
staff salaries should be included as an aspiration and embedded in the NQS.

 
 

Attraction and Retention
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Focus Area 3

The provision of tailored professional development is known to impact educator practice. Yet currently
professional development is underfunded and often undertaken in an ad hoc, reactive, and non-strategic
manner. Professional development programs that are evidence-informed, and tailored to educator and
organisation-needs will build capacity and contribute to quality improvement in all areas of the National
Quality Standard (NQS) (Quality Area 1: Educational program and practice; Quality Area 2: Children’s
health and safety; Quality Area 3: Physical environment; Quality Area 4: Staffing arrangements; Quality
Area 5: Relationships with children; Quality Area 6: Collaborative partnerships with families and
communities; Quality Area 7: Governance and leadership).

Critical reflection, as a specific component of professional development, requires attention and has
been shown to improve educator capacity and capabilities, creating sustained change in practice. An
ECEC educator’s ability to engage in critical reflection is core to the provision of high quality,
transformational ECEC, and is a priority for quality improvement in Australia (Lunn Brownlee et al.,
2020). The use of critical reflection involves taking on broad multiple perspectives before evaluating and
adjudicating competing ideas with the view to informing and enriching pedagogical decision-making
(ACECQA 2018a in Lunn Brownlee, et al., 2020). Such critical reflection requires educators to acquire,
evaluate, and enact informed insights – leading to evidence-informed pedagogical decision-making
(Lunn Brownlee et al., 2020). Even though it is promoted as a key element in the National Quality
Framework (NQF) (e.g. curriculum planning), there is evidence to suggest that ECEC educators have a
low propensity to engage in critical reflection in professional practice (Lunn Brownlee et al., 2020; Pihiaja
& Hoist, 2013). Additional support and tools are required to build capacity in this area with a number of
evidence-based options currently being trialled by early childhood academic experts (e.g. the Observe,
Reflect, Improve Children’s Learning tool for infant-toddler educators).

A scope of existing platforms for professional development would be warranted. For example,
educators are increasingly turning to the Raising Children Network (Australian government-funded and
auspiced by the Parenting Research Centre), for free evidence-based advice on child development (not
leadership or educational pedagogy) that has been vetted by experts. This platform (or similar) could be
extended and enhanced for educators with additional linking content for higher-level information / micro-
credentials from various providers where appropriate. 

While professional development resources for leadership are important there are several existing tools,
frameworks and materials that are readily accessible (e.g., Early Childhood Australia, Box of Leadership
Provocations). A key to growing the impact of these resources is to put in place professional
development programs to support and strategies to grow educators’ leadership capabilities. In
doing so educators will be afforded agency to engage with and operationalise these resources. This is
critical to optimise the substantial investment in resources that already exist. There are currently many
existing leadership resources accessible to the profession, however, if programs are developed to enable
the operationalisation of these their influence will be heightened.  

Leadership and Capability
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Focus Area 4

We suggest educator wellbeing, and each of the proposed actions are important and of priority.
However, educator wellbeing is underpinned by fundamental pay and conditions. Research is
compelling that educator wages are frequently subsidised by other family/household members (Irvine et
al., 2016; Ryan, 2014). The impact of low wages frequently places educators under financial stress,
further impacting their health and well-being. Improving pay and conditions will have a flow-on effect to
improve the overall health and wellbeing of educators.

Research into educator wellbeing, looking holistically and conceptually into the nature of the work that
shapes wellbeing is important, and will have direct benefits for individuals as well as for raising the status
and recognition of the work in the profession. Such research will also act to inform investments and
initiatives into educator wellbeing. Given job-related wellbeing of educators has been linked with
child-centred practice (Hur et at., 2016), a strong focus in this area will have important implications for
ECEC quality and child outcomes.

 

Wellbeing
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Focus Area 5

As a starting point for turning around the undervaluing of work in prior to school settings, it is essential to
focus on pay and working conditions for educators. 

As part of the strategy, better articulation of career pathways could be established, with these
pathways influencing other focus areas of the Workforce Strategy including Focus area 2: Attraction and
retention, and Focus area 3: Leadership and capability. For example, structures that support
accreditation / qualification as Master teachers, Master coaches, and Master mentors in different areas
could be explored. Early childhood teachers often have specific areas of interest in which they become
‘experts’ and this should be recognised and rewarded. Additionally, achievement in career pathways
should be rewarded financially. Clear support and guidance for career pathways in critical. 

Early childhood teacher education programs, typically fall into three categories associated with child
age: Birth to 12 years (B-12), Birth to 8 years (B-8), and Birth to 5 years (B-5). We recommend scrutiny
of all early childhood teacher education programs so as to ensure appropriate quality content that is
developed and delivered by suitably qualified and experienced early childhood teachers, along with other
professionals (e.g., psychologists). B-8 courses, consistent with the OECD definition of early childhood
(OECD, 2017), have clearly demonstrated capacity to prepare specialist early childhood teachers,
optimising career and employment opportunities, with notable benefits across the early childhood years
for children and their families in prior to school and the early years of school. Australia must take these
findings seriously and ignores this strong evidence at its peril. It is suggested to phase out the
approval of B-12 teaching qualifications as suitable for teaching in prior to school settings. 

Qualification level is aligned with quality program provision (Manning et al., 2019), and the profession
has made significant progress in this area. There should be no reduction in minimum qualification
requirements, with research in countries such as New Zealand providing exemplars (OECD, 2019,
p.15) for what is possible when qualification levels are set high (e.g., degree qualification for all
educators as a minimum starting point). In Australia, it is critical that a 4-year degree qualification is
maintained as a requirement for early childhood teachers, and we caution reverting to acceptance of a 3-
year qualification. Such a move will potentially set back other imperative workforce initiatives, notably
salary and pay parity and significantly undermine the status and standing of the profession. Qualification
requirements and the ongoing policy monitoring of this is critical for outside school hours care, and
family daycare. 

Entry requirements for early childhood teacher degree qualifications (initial teacher education)
need to be closely scrutinised, in order to prepare optimally qualified and skilled teachers with
comparable professional attributes and recognition as teachers in other educational contexts.

Qualifications and Career Pathways
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Focus Area 6

An evaluation plan is welcomed and must be well-resourced, using existing expertise in the field of
evaluation and workforce studies. Regular stakeholder forums should be used to provide progress
updates to inform emerging strategies, ongoing decision-making and implementation of workforce-
related issues and priorities. 

A theory of change or program logic model should be developed early as part of the strategy to
articulate the desired end outcomes and expected mechanisms or pathways to those outcomes, that will
be stimulated through particular actions. This could also include the articulation of assumptions and
contextual issues and consideration of any undesirable or unexpected outcomes that might arise. Having
a draft logic model early in the strategy will help all stakeholders to be ‘on the same page’ and will
provide a kickstart to evaluation planning.

We provide strong support for biennial data collection by way of a census (which could also include
some evaluative data aspects), we suggest this is highly warranted and should be well resourced.
Additionally, the workforce census should be focussed and manageable and linked to understanding the
overarching aims of the workforce strategy. 

Consideration should be given in relation to what state-based and national existing administrative
datasets might be able to be utilised and linked in to create a rich understanding of the workforce and
strategy impacts over time.

Data and Evidence

In this response we have drawn on national and international literature and empirical research to
highlight ECEC workforce priorities. We have identified research gaps which the Centre for Child and
Family Studies corpus of researchers, together with our Australian and international scholars, are well
poised to address. We note that further evidence to demonstrate the impact that quality early childhood
educators make is critical. This will be essential in turning around pervading discourses of
disproportionate value assigned to educators’ work, despite the traction of neuroscience and economic
imperatives that irrefutably demonstrate the importance of early years education. 

In summary the Centre for Child and Family Studies advocates for a proactive workforce strategy
drawing on existing, compelling evidence to transform the image of the work, and ensuring professional
recognition that translates into remuneration and conditions to create a quality and resilient workforce.

We stand proudly with our profession of early childhood colleagues ready for much anticipated ECEC
workforce change in Australia. 
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