
 

9 July 2014 

NQF  
Woolcott Research and Engagement 
Level 6 
104 Mount Street  
NORTH SYDNEY  NSW  2060 
 

Dear Reviewers  

Please find attached the Early Learning Association Australia (ELAA) submission to the 2014 
Review of the National Partnership Agreement on the National Quality Agenda for Early 
Childhood Education and Care. 

We are delighted to be able to make a formal submission to this review as it allows us the 
opportunity to reinforce the critical importance of quality in the education and care 
programs provided to Australian children.  At the core of this submission are the views of 
our members, who believe it is critical that the momentum generated by the National 
Quality Framework (NQF) reforms be supported and maintained by Federal, State and 
Territory governments.   

In particular, high quality education and care programs for children are dependent upon 
higher level qualifications for educators and improved educator-to-child ratios, both of 
which are currently central to the NQF.  It is essential that these provisions are retained.  

ELAA is concerned that this review process is being undertaken so early in the life of the 
NQF.  After only 2 ½ years of operation there has been insufficient time to bed down a 
complex new system.  We feel that this review may be premature and we would advocate 
that any proposed adjustments to the NQF be scrutinised for potential negative impacts on 
the delivery of quality outcomes for children.  Essentially, the focus on quality for children 
must not be lost in any premature adjustments to, or streamlining of, the NQF. 

We are confident that the submissions and public forums undertaken for this review will 
help to provide a clear picture of the importance of quality programs for all children and 
look forward to the forthcoming report.  

Yours sincerely 

 
Shane Lucas 
Chief Executive Officer 

 



 

 

Executive Summary  

 
The initial impetus for a National Agenda for Early 
Childhood came from the Australian Government 
in 2001, and was led by then Prime Minister John 
Howard.  At the heart of this initiative was 
international research evidence demonstrating 
the importance of the early years in a child’s life, 
and the potential for quality early learning and 
care experiences in the years before school to lay 
the foundation for a smooth transition to school, 
later educational success and life chances more 
generally. 

In 2007-08, the Federal Labor Government 
committed to development of the National 
Quality Agenda for Early Childhood Education 
and Care – agreed to by all Australian 
Governments –  to ensure that ‘by 2020 all 
children have the best start in life to create a 
better future for themselves, and for the 
nation’.   

So at this point in implementation and “bedding-
down” of the National Quality Framework (NQF), 
the question arises as to what improvements can 
be made to this system.  With any system, 
improvements are always possible.  As a peak 
body representing the voice of parents and over 
1200 service providers implementing the NQF, 
Early Learning Association Australia (ELAA)  
surveyed members to seek their views on the 
improvements that could be made to the NQF.  
These views are outlined in detail in this 
submission.   

In brief, members have identified the following 
opportunities to improve the implementation of 
the NQF and reduce administrative burden: 

• Reducing red tape generated by various 
government (local, State, Federal) 
processes through streamlining reporting 

and funding procedures; stricter regulation 
of training providers; and eliminating 
unnecessary duplication or triplication of 
paperwork 

• Improving processes within the NQF such 
as providing better clarity around 
supervisor certificates and documentation 
requirements 

• Ensuring consistency of approach in 
assessments, guidelines and materials 
developed to support the implementation 
of the NQF 

• Supporting the professionalisation of the 
early childhood workforce through 
appropriate professional development 
initiatives  

• Ensuring consistency of assessments, 
appropriate training for assessors, and 
providing meaningful reports to services on 
areas for improving quality 

• Connecting with - and appropriately 
funding - other initiatives that have a close 
link to quality such as the provision of 15 
hours of kindergarten in the year before 
school. 

ELAA is a strong supporter for quality in early 
learning and its rationale for the continued 
implementation of the NQF as originally agreed 
by Commonwealth and State/Territory 
governments: 

• There is enormous public and private good 
arising from high quality early learning 
services 

• Significant adjustments and changes can 
only be justified in a system that has been 
given adequate time to be implemented 
and tested 
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• Our ethical and moral responsibility to our 

children  
• The need to balance any conversation  

about the costs and burden of 
implementing a quality reform program 
with the costs and wasted opportunity as a 
result of not continuing to implement it, 
given the demonstrable benefits; and 

• The lack of a convincing articulation of 
exactly what constitutes ‘red tape burden’, 
especially when early signs are emerging 
about the positive impacts of a high quality 
early childhood program.  

 

ELAA believes that Australian Governments have 
a responsibility to provide high quality education 
and care programs for all children, particularly for 
disadvantaged children. We therefore 
recommend that Commonwealth, State and 
Territory governments:   

• Continue to fund the NQF  
• Continue implementing the NQF within the 

timeframes already agreed by all 
governments 

• Support early childhood education and care 
services to implement the NQF 

• Ensure that any streamlining of the NQF does 
not compromise quality outcomes for 
children.   
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Background 
 

The origin of the NQF introduced in 2012 can be 
traced back to the Australian Government’s 2001 
initiative led by Hon Larry Anthony, Minister for 
Children and Youth Affairs.  Through the 
development of a National Agenda for Early 
Childhood, the Commonwealth at that time 
aimed to focus on children aged 0-5 years, and do 
what needs to be done to ensure they get the 
best possible start in life. 

Releasing a joint consultation paper on the 
development of a National Agendai, Minister 
Anthony said “The Howard/Anderson Government 
has identified early childhood as a priority area for 
action in its third term of government… Developing 
a National Agenda will require a joint effort from all 
levels of Government, all key stakeholders and all 
communities.  We at the Commonwealth level have 
already accepted the challenge and are working 
together on this Agenda.  

The development of a National Agenda for Early 
Childhood provides a rare opportunity for all 
Australians to come together to make a real 
difference for our children. We are talking about our 
most important future economic resource. Today’s 
children are our future parents, workers, consumers 
and taxpayers. It is imperative we get this Agenda 
right.  What is needed is a better capacity to 
understand what everyone is doing and what is 
working well, and a ‘road map’ to help guide 
planning for the future.” 

Three key action areas were identified in that 
paper, of which early learning and care was one.  
The paper identified that “quality early learning 
and care experiences in the years before school lay 
the foundation for a smooth transition to school, 
later school success and life chances more 
generally. Children need sensitive and responsive 
care and education experiences in the early years 

that foster their cognitive, social, emotional, and 
physical development and wellbeing”. 

The objectives of the National Agenda for Early 
Childhood articulated at that time included: 

• Access for all children to quality early learning 
experiences, especially in the year before 
formal school entry 

• Successful transition to school for all children, 
but especially those children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds 

• A more coherent approach to care, education 
and family support  

• Earlier identification of children at risk of 
developmental or behavioural problems 

• Promoting awareness among parents of 
opportunities for early learning experiences 
with their children. 

In 2007, the Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG) took this initiative further and decided to 
invest in the improvement of quality in early 
childhood education. In 2008, COAG approved 
the introduction of uniform quality standards and 
introduced a rating system for early childhood 
services including kindergartens/preschools. 

A key commitment of the National Quality 
Agenda for Early Childhood Education and Care – 
agreed to by all Australian governments – was to 
ensure that ‘by 2020 all children have the best 
start in life to create a better future for 
themselves, and for the nation’.ii  

The NQF established under this partnership, put 
in place the mechanisms to ensure long day care, 
preschool/kindergarten, family day care and 
outside school hours care services provided 
quality programs to achieve this outcome.  
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Our rationale for continuing with the NQF 

 
There is both public and private good in 
implementing a quality system 

As one can see from the vision for the national 
agenda outlined by successive governments, the 
primary purpose for the introduction of a uniform 
national quality system is the responsibility to 
provide all Australian children with the best start 
in life, so that they can in turn create a better 
future for themselves and for the nation.  

“Policies to optimise children’s learning and 
development are important in enabling children 
to successfully establish foundation skills and 
navigate the education system as they grow up. 
Ultimately these foundations enable people to 
realise their potential in work and in the life of the 
community.”iii    

The benefits to the individual, and equally 
importantly, the benefits to the community and 
the nation in the longer term are very strong 
drivers for why we should continue with the 
implementation of the quality framework.   

The quality agenda was never about doing the 
barest minimum that it takes to save costs and 
work.  It always was aspirational and about doing 
whatever it takes to make a real difference for 
children. With our ageing population, and 
increasing competitive pressures in a digital 
world, we have very little choice but to get our 
foundations right.   

 

Appropriate implementation requires realistic 
timeframes 

The new National Legislation, National 
Regulations and National Quality Standards were 
introduced in January 2012, and hence have now 
been in operation for two-and-a-half years. 

A complex system such as the NQF - which 
involves several years of planning and design - 
needs to be allowed adequate time to be 

implemented appropriately before major changes 
are contemplated.   

While ongoing monitoring and addressing any 
unintended consequences is always welcome, 
substantial changes to such a complex system 
cannot be made in a hurry, particularly after such 
a short period of effective implementation. 

 

We have an ethical and moral responsibility to 
our children 

As a community, ELAA believes we have an 
ethical and moral responsibility to ensure that the 
care to which we entrust our children conforms to 
the highest possible standards, providing the best 
possible foundations for their growth and 
development into the future.  

ELAA is a strong supporter of the NQF, and the 
provision of 15 hours of kindergarten to all 
children in the year before school. At the core of 
this submission is our belief that it is critical that 
the momentum generated by the reforms be 
supported and maintained by Federal, State and 
Territory governments.  Essentially, the focus on 
quality for children must not be lost in any 
premature adjustments to, or streamlining of, the 
NQF.  

When we talk about the costs and burden of 
implementing a quality reform program we 
equally need to keep in mind the huge costs and 
wasted opportunity of not doing so, given the 
demonstrable benefits.  

Early signs of positive impact are emerging 

In a relatively short time, there are strong 
indications of significant learning and 
development benefits for children as a result of 
the introduction of the NQF.   

Feedback from ELAA members and others in the 
early childhood sector indicates that the NQF is 
on track and has already led to significant quality 
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improvements. Central to the quality 
improvements are the requirement for higher 
level qualifications for educators and an increase 
in educator-to-child ratios. Along with the 
National Quality Standard, which has set a new 
benchmark for quality in the sector, and learning 
frameworks to guide practice and support 
learning, the NQF has put in place a framework to 
drive up quality. Establishing these quality 

standards for services, based on strong research 
evidence, has effectively raised the quality of 
education and care and led to better outcomes 
for children.  

ELAA members report early encouraging signs 
that the new quality requirements are leading to 
improved cognitive, social and emotional 
development for children and better transitions 
into school. 
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Our concerns with changes already made to the NQF 

 
Changes to the NQF and regulations came into 
effect in June2014, as a result of ACECQA’s 
review of the regulatory burden on services in 
2013.  Some of the changes brought about by the 
amendment to the National Regulations highlight 
the impact of making changes to the new system 
without providing adequate establishment time.  
ELAA’s concerns are outlined below: 

 

Changes to the Quality Improvement Plan 

The QIP has already undergone changes since it 
was first implemented. The time for QIP 
notification has been reduced to three weeks with 
three weeks then to the assessment visit, 
effectively shortening the process by half. We will 
be interested to see whether these changes have 
any impact on reducing the regulatory burden. 
ELAA remains concerned that changes have been 
made to the NQF prior to the completion of this 
first comprehensive review process.   

Changes to assessment reports 

ELAA is concerned at the changes that have 
recently been made to assessment reports. These 
are now produced at the standard level, rather 
than drilling down to the element level of the 
NQS – even though the assessment visit focuses 
on all 58 elements.  There is an inherent tension 
between streamlining reports and maintaining 
system integrity. Services want reports that 
provide useful feedback – they want to know 
what areas they need to improve in. Reports 
produced at the standard level will not help them 
to achieve this. 

ELAA understands that Regulatory Authorities 
struggled to sustain reporting at the original 
element level due to a lack of resources and that 
this lead to the change. It is vital that assessment 
reports are meaningful and useful to services to 
maintain the integrity of the assessment and 
ratings system.
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Suggested improvements to the quality system 

 
Reducing red tape generated by Government processes 

Before we consider the red tape generated 
directly by the implementation of the NQF, it is 
important to consider the impost of government 
funding and administrative processes on services 
which compound the perception of NQF red tape. 

ELAA members report significant workload 
generated by government processes and 
requirements outside the NQF. In our view, 
rationalising administrative and funding 
processes will significantly reduce the burden on 
services.  

ELAA members have identified a number of areas 
in which services would benefit from streamlining 
government processes, including reporting 
requirements, funding mechanisms, the 
regulation of training providers and reducing 
pointless bureaucratic paperwork. The following 
actions are recommended to reduce the 
administrative burden and cut costs for services: 

 

Reporting 

Federal, State and Local Governments all play a 
role in the provision of early childhood education 
and care. Depending on the mix of services 
provided, many early childhood services are 
required to report to all three tiers of 
government, and provide substantially the same 
information via different reporting systems.  
 

Duplicate reporting systems have created a great 
deal of additional work for services without 
contributing in any way to quality outcomes for 
children – cutting this government “red tape” 
needs to be the priority for government, not 
diluting the NQF.  

 
For example, one ELAA member service has 
identified the onerous dual reporting requirement 
to State and Federal Governments each August 

regarding kindergarten census information. Each 
Government has its own software interface (the 
Victorian Government uses the Kindergarten 
Information Management system [KIMS] and the 
Commonwealth uses CCMS) to collect similar 
information. This could be streamlined through 
effective collaboration between the 
Commonwealth and State Governments and the 
development of information exchange protocols, 
and the setting up of one physical reporting 
channel. Greater cooperation between levels of 
government could lead to the simplification and 
streamlining of many similar reporting 
requirements including the overlap between the 
QIP (Commonwealth) and the Service 
Improvement Plan (State) already identified by 
ACECQA. Such streamlining will not only reduce 
red tape for services, it will also result in 
considerable cost savings for government. 
 

Funding 

Funding for early learning services and/or families 
using these services currently comes from a 
number of different sources. For services, this can 
come via education department funding and for 
families as a reimbursement via Centrelink. The 
Child Care Benefit/Child Care Rebate system is 
complex for families to navigate and for services 
to administer. ELAA members have suggested 
that if services were funded directly this would 
reduce the administrative burden for them and 
the upfront costs for families. It would also 
remove uncertainties around funding for services, 
and allow services to plan appropriately for the 
delivery of a high quality program. 

 

Training 

There is strong research evidence to suggest 
that the level and quality of the qualifications of 



 NQF Review Page 8 of 21 
 
educators is directly related to the quality of the 
program delivered and outcomes for children.  
Significant savings could be made through 
improved and more stringent government 
regulation of training providers, ensuring a 
consistent supply of high quality graduates.  

In the context of shortage of staff to meet 
regulatory requirements, ELAA members report 
that it is not a shortage of qualified staff they 
are experiencing, but a shortage of 
appropriately qualified staff. Over the past few 
years, particularly since the introduction of the 
national quality agenda, ELAA members have 
reported an increase in the number of training 
providers offering brief and sub-standard 
courses with inadequate content, “tick-box” 
assessments, and no requirement to undertake 
placements in services.  Such providers appear 
to be producing a number of nominally qualified 
educators unsuitable for face-to-face work with 
children.  

The administrative impost on services arises not 
only from higher staff turnover and/or a need 
for greater expenditure on further training to 
bring new educators up to speed, but also from 
the extra mentoring and coaching required to 
be done by existing staff over and above their 
other duties, to educate graduates of these 
programs in the learning and development 
frameworks and working with children.  

Tightening the regulations relating to training 
providers would maximise the impact of 
Government initiatives including the removal of 
TAFE fees and HECS-Help benefit for early 
childhood education teachers. The Director of an 
ELAA member service (and former trainer of early 
childhood educators) expressed concern that in 
her experience: 

 
“There are now lots of private training 
organisations, many owned overseas and some 

charging much lower fees, but providing much 
poorer outcomes for graduates… [this leads to] 
money being ripped out of training in a sector that 
educates the vulnerable.” (Kay Mondon, Director, Poets 
Grove Family and Children’s Centre, Elwood, Melbourne, 

Victoria).  

In this context, ELAA awaits the outcome of a 
strategic review by the Australian Skills Quality 
Authority (ASQA) into early childhood training 
courses currently underway. This review picks up 
on the 2011 Productivity Commission report 
which was highly critical of many training courses. 
However, ELAA is concerned about the extent of 
authority that the ASQA has to censure 
substandard providers or even to make a list of 
these available to the public. With another $200 
million now being channeled into the training 
system through the Long Day Care Professional 
Development Program, the sector has concerns 
about these providers. It is imperative that this 
industry is more tightly regulated.  

 

Paperwork 

A closer look by both the Commonwealth and 
State governments at unnecessary paper work is 
also likely to result in a reduction of government 
red tape.  For example, one ELAA member 
pointed to the amount of work involved in filling 
out Applications for a second year of kindergarten 
for children in her service, which as she explained 
took her away from “actually working with 
children." She reported the task as “unnecessarily 
time-consuming” with some “pointless” 
information requested such as evidence that the 
second year of preschool will be of benefit to the 
child, when it is well documented in government 
literature, that a second year of preschool 
benefits children needing to further develop their 
skills, and allow for maturation to occur.  
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Improving Processes within the NQF 

It is important to note that one of the goals of the 
NQF was to reduce the administrative burden on 
services over time by introducing a standardised 
system across the country. The intention was to 
do this without compromising the quality 
improvements being put in place. While there is 
always scope for ongoing monitoring and 
streamlining of new processes, cutting red-tape 
must not mean cutting quality requirements.  

ACECQA was tasked with the responsibility of 
monitoring the unintended consequences and 
administrative burden following the introduction 
of the NQF, and has already begun to examine 
ways to better implement the quality reforms.  
ACECQA has made a series of recommendations 
in their 2013 Report on the National Quality 
Framework & Regulatory Burden. This report 
found that 78% of the 5,400 services surveyed 
nationally were either very supportive or 
supportive of the NQF. iv   

The ACECQA survey also showed that the 
perceived burden has already declined two years 
after the introduction of the new system, 
indicating that much of the perceived burden is 
transitional, reducing over time as the system is 
embedded.  

 

ELAA believes that it is important that this 
current review is not predicated on the belief that 
there is a large problem with the NQF that needs 
to be solved.   

 

Entrenching quality was always going to require 
additional work and compliance costs in the initial 
stages to ensure services across the country were 
brought up to speed. Many ELAA members and 
community based services across the country 
have fully embraced and supported this, 
recognising the benefits of quality programs for 
children.   Service providers have taken on 
additional hours of work and have made a 
commitment to support staff improve their 
professional qualifications.  

However, some areas will benefit with further 
clarification or improvement. 

 

Supervisor Certificates 

At present there is a lack of clarity around who 
can be a nominated supervisor of a service. It 
would seem that a person can be a nominated 
supervisor without required qualifications or 
knowledge – as long as they are ‘fit and 
proper’.  To ensure quality, it is essential that 
those who are responsible for the management of 
the service have a good understanding of the 
National Regulations and quality children’s 
programs – that they have early childhood 
qualifications and experience.  While a reduction 
to the administration of the supervisor certificate 
process is welcomed, services do require guidance 
as to who constitutes a ‘fit and proper’ person in 
order to satisfy the policy intent. 

 

Documentation 

IN ELAA’s experience, many educators are 
unclear about the requirements in relation to the 
documentation that they are required to 
complete. This lack of clarity can lead to more 
work than is necessary and a perception that they 
are overburdened. While documenting children’s 
learning is part of professional practice and 
important in supporting children’s learning and 
development, there is no legal or regulatory 
requirement prescribing how much 
documentation is required.    

ELAA, and other early childhood organisations, 
have found it necessary to run regular 
professional development programs to assist 
educators understand what is required. As one 
member says, “it’s not just about beautiful 
portfolios any more it’s about having real 
conversations with parents about their child.” 
(Robyn Mawdsley, Early Childhood Advisor, 
YMCA Kindergarten Cluster Ballarat).  
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Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) 

Feedback from ELAA members indicates that the 
QIP has been a useful tool to promote reflection 
and review of service operation, educational 
program and practice.  The QIP provides the 
impetus for continuous improvement and is 
important in setting goals and tracking 
achievements. While the QIP is not assessed it 
does provide assessors with important context 
about a service and an idea of what to look out for 
on their visits.  

However, some members have reported that 
developing the QIP is time consuming and needs 
to be simplified. One rural Cluster felt the QIP was 
“clunky” and recommended getting rid of the 
ACECQA template with the possible exception of 
the strengths and weaknesses section. This 
service is working to devise their QIP as an online 
portal which member services can use as a 
flexible, “living” tool. This will allow services to 
give and receive instant feedback, adjust the QIP 
as required and to share it with families. It will 
also enable direct submission of the QIP to the 
Regulator.   

Another member requested clarity around writing 
the QIP. Currently there are examples of services 
producing QIP’s of one page in length and others 
that run to 60 pages. Education/training and the 
production of guidance materials would provide a 
clearer picture of what is required in relation to 
writing the QIP, and how involved the 
development process needs to be.  

 

Quality Areas 

When services talk about “red tape” and 
“regulatory burden” it is our experience that they 
are sometimes referring to programming and 
documentation, rather than to administrative or 
reporting requirements. Some services have not 
understood the requirements around National 
Regulations 73-76, covering the educational 
program and documenting of child assessments 
or evaluations.  

One Cluster indicated that services have found 
Quality Area 1 the most “uncomfortable” because 
it was so new. As an example, she mentioned that 
“the time and effort that goes into a written 
program can sometimes mean that you forget 
what it is for”. This Cluster has been unpacking 
this through reflection on who the program is for 
– the children.   

With the introduction of the NQF, ELAA and 
other early childhood organisations noticed a 
strong uptake of professional development 
offerings targeting Quality Area 1 Educational 
Program and Practice. Of particular interest are 
sessions addressing the written requirements of 
documentation and assessment and those 
providing clarity around the roles and 
responsibilities of the Educational Leader.   While 
there is now greater clarity around the role of the 
Educational Leader, professional development in 
both areas is ongoing.  

Services report that some important 
conversations have been opened up between 
staff, children and families through the 
requirements in various Quality Areas. For 
example, in Quality Area 3 Physical Environment, 
requirements to take an active role in caring for 
the environment and to embed sustainable 
practices was mentioned as an important 
opportunity to develop knowledge and good 
practices at the service, family and community 
level (e.g. lights and heating are turned off, vegie 
gardens planted, rainwater tanks installed, etc.). 
And in Quality Area 2 Children’s Health and 
Safety, the requirement to embed healthy eating 
and physical activity in the program has led to 
conversations with children and families about 
the virtues of fruit versus packaged food.  

The guidance that ELAA provides to member 
services fits largely into Quality Area 7 Leadership 
and Service Management. In our opinion, the 
elements that currently sit under this Quality Area 
take the lowest common denominator approach 
to governance and the running of a service. ELAA 
recommends rewriting the elements in this area 
to embed governance practices at a higher level.  
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Summerhill Park Kindergarten, an ELAA member 
service, highlighted the gap in the National 
Quality Standards around measuring the cultural 
proficiency of services specifically in relation to 
meeting the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children and families.  

ELAA supports the recommendation of the 
Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander 
Child Care (SNAICC) to “update the National 
Quality Standards to include a specific, outcome 
based definition and measurement framework for 
cultural competence, which is developed in 
consultation with relevant Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander organisations.”v 
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Consistency of approach  

While the intention of a national system to 
provide a consistent approach across the country 
is identified by many in the sector as a strength, in 
practice this will take time. Currently there are 
inconsistencies around the understanding of 
legislative requirements not just between States 
and Territories, but in some cases from one 
service to the next. It is essential that 
inconsistencies of approach and legislative 
interpretation are able to be addressed to 
maintain the integrity of the NQF and provide 
quality environments for all children.   

At the same time, it is important to remember 
that the NQS has not yet completed its first full 
cycle. Many services across the country are yet to 
be assessed, let alone have a second visit to 
ensure there is a continuous improvement plan in 
place and it is being implemented.  The 
completion of the first full cycle of reviews, 
combined with the ongoing monitoring 
responsibilities of the national regulator will result 
in providing over time, a consistency of approach 
and a clearer understanding of legislative 
obligations of services. 

 

Requirements for operating a service  

There have been concerns expressed in the sector 
about service approvals being issued in the 
absence of quality training for providers and 
without adequate checks on levels of 
understanding about the needs of children and 
families.   

While the majority of ELAA members are not-
for-profit, community based services, an 
ongoing concern for the sector remains the 
perception that there are some providers that 
make a profit from the education and care of 
children - and may cut corners to do so. This 
perception was exemplified by an employee in a 
childcare centre who contacted us in response to 
the Productivity Commission Inquiry into 
Childcare and Early Childhood Learning, but 
asked to remain anonymous.  This employee 

stated: 

"There are centres out there where the previous 
owners have never looked after the centre. They 
have not looked at how important it is to make sure 
owners of childcare centres and kindergartens have 
qualifications before buying them. The government 
has not looked at centres that are breaking the 
rules and not having enough staff on the premises. 
The government needs the quality to be 100% first 
before allowing all parents to leave their children in 
care. Staff are not getting replaced when they are 
away and are not getting planning time. There 
would be a lot of horror stories and so many staff 
are just not speaking up. We owe it to the rights of 
the children who cannot speak up for themselves." 

An ELAA member working in the sector reports 
examples of inadequate and under-stimulating 
programs, including services providing fewer 
than 5 books and another with one paintbrush 
between 30 children.  

ELAA recommends consideration be given to 
setting minimum requirements for resource 
provision to ensure children's learning needs 
are met. 

A key way to address inconsistencies in service 
standards and delivery is through greater 
investment in professional development. The 
Long Day Care Professional Development 
Program rolled out in May this year is “designed 
to be used by centres to meet the costs of 
providing additional training for staff, backfilling 
positions while employees are away on training 
courses, or on academic journals or teaching 
material.” Providing up to $10,450 per educator, 
this model has the potential to be rolled out right 
across the early childhood sector, up skilling and 
training educators in all settings to meet the 
requirements of the NQF.  

ELAA recommends that appropriate training 
and support be made available to approved 
providers and educators in all service types to 
support them with the implementation of a 
quality program and the NQF.  
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Services Covered by the NQF  

We firmly believe that it is essential that 
children receive quality programs in all service 
types. It is important that appropriate funding 
and support are provided to enable all services 
to meet the requirements of the NQF, 
particularly those in relation to ratios and 
qualifications. Families must not be out of 
pocket in doing so. 

 

Guidance materials and resources 

While ACECQA provides a range of resources to 
assist services understand their obligations under 
the National Law and National Regulations, the 
Regulatory Authorities in each state are also a 
primary source of information. Peak bodies such 
as ELAA are also often the “go to point” for 
information. In response to this current review, 
one of our members said:   

“Our facility largely seeks its information and 
resources from our peak body, Early Learning 
Association Australia to understand our obligations 
under the National Law and National Regulations” 
(Boroondara Preschool Committee of Management).  

Some services felt there is a need for more 
support and resources providing information to 
families about the NQF, including translated 
materials for families from non-English speaking 
backgrounds, particularly those in Family Day 
Care settings.  

In some instances there has been a delay in the 
production of guidance materials – and this has 
the potential to impact services negatively (refer 
to Rating Levels).   

 

Consistency in language and terminology 
between schools and kindergartens 

Inconsistencies between the language and 
terminology used in planning, reflections and 
assessment for children at preschool and those at 
primary school have also been identified by an 
ELAA member. Given that the NQF is designed 
for children from 0-8, there needs to be continuity 

with the teaching, assessment and reporting 
systems from the start of kindergarten through to 
primary school and beyond. Otherwise the 
system becomes disjointed and it is difficult to 
track children's learning and development.  
 

Qualifications and Ratios 

Central to the NQF quality improvements has 
been the requirement for higher level 
qualifications for educators and an increase in 
educator-to-child ratios. In our view, it is too 
soon to measure the outcomes for children as a 
result of these changes. However, we note with 
interest the findings of a significant longitudinal 
research program in the UK (the Effective 
Provision of Preschool Education Project), which 
stated that: "Having qualified trained teachers in 
pre-school settings (for a substantial proportion 
of time, and most importantly as the 
pedagogical leader) had the greatest impact on 
quality and was linked specifically with better 
outcomes in pre-reading and social 
development."vi  Closer to home, research from 
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
and the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
indicates that "Early childhood educators who 
are qualified, well-resourced and supported are 
critical to program success."vii 

Early indications are that NQF requirements are 
already on track to deliver improved learning and 
development outcomes for children and 
improved transitions to school. A recent study 
undertaken by the University of Melbourne in 
collaboration with the Victorian Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Developmentviii 
also supports the findings from the EPPE project 
and gives us an indication of what we can expect 
in future.  This study uses data from the 
Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), 
and links it to 5 cognitive test outcomes from the 
National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) test in the children’s Year 3.  
The results show that the highest increases in 
NAPLAN scores are attained by children whose 
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pre-school teachers had Diploma level (high) 
qualifications.  

This is the first study of its kind for Australia and 
demonstrates the substantial positive impacts of 
pre-school on later schooling attainment and also 
the importance of qualified teaching personnel in 
the pre-school sector.  This is matched by the 
Australian Early Development Index data that 
which also demonstrates better preparedness for 
school amongst children who attended a quality 
preschool program. 

While increasing educator-to-child ratios has 
arguably been one of the more challenging and 
costly exercises, ELAA member services have 
stressed how important this requirement has 
been for children's development outcomes: 

"We are in favour of the NQS. It has genuinely 
motivated our service to develop our staff, and 
move in a direction that focusses on children's 
learning. We have found that both the cost of 
implementing it and the associated increase in 
recurrent expenditure has been significant, but we 
also believe that it has been worth the investment.  

Part of the implementation cost, specifically 
relating to higher qualification requirements, has 
been reimbursed by the Commonwealth but mostly 
the service has self- funded the setup costs. The 
principle ongoing cost is a higher wages bill, owing 
to the ratio changes and having higher qualified 
employees. 

Nonetheless, we are opposed to any wind-back 
of ratios or lessening of qualification 
requirements as we want to allow our staff to be 
the best they can be for themselves and for the 
children in our service." (Karl Hessian, Former 
Treasurer, Curzon Street Children's Service, North 

Melbourne) 

Many kindergartens and childcare services, 
including independent community-based 

services, have already increased the ratio of 
educators to children ahead of the 2016 
requirement to have 1 educator for every 
11children aged 3-5 years.  A recent report by 
Australian Community Children's Services found 
that 83% of the community children's services 
surveyed were meeting or exceeding this target, 
three years ahead of schedule.ix Many 
kindergartens are also well ahead of schedule. 

 

Waivers 

There has been some concern expressed in the 
sector about the number of waivers being 
provided. Although it is understood that some 
services may have difficulty in meeting the 
qualifications and ratio requirements, this does 
‘water down’ the quality of the program provided. 
Concern and confusion has also been expressed in 
relation to the changes to the regulations which 
now enable a person to be on probation without 
any qualification. 

 

Consistency in assessment and ratings 

A concern expressed by some involved in a 
number of assessments was a lack of consistency 
from assessors. This included the way 
assessments were conducted, a lack of 
understanding about the Cluster Management 
Model, the feedback provided by assessors and 
the actual rating received.  

Consistency is important to the integrity of the 
NQF.  ELAA recommends that the consistency 
of the assessment and ratings process be 
addressed as a priority – within jurisdictions as 
well as across States and Territories. Getting 
this right may require further training of 
Regulatory Authority staff as well as closer 
oversight, review and moderation. 
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Professionalisation  

The introduction of the NQF has also brought 
about a shift to a more professional approach 
to the delivery of education and care requiring a 
professional workforce with commensurate 
qualifications and skills.  

With higher level qualifications for educators 
and professionalisation of the early childhood 
workforce comes the need for appropriate 
professional support and salary structures.  

The outcomes of the Pay Equity case lodged by 
the Australian Education Union, United Voice 
and the Independent Education Union, currently 
before the full bench of the Fair Work 
Commission will have a significant impact on the 

awards that operate within the early learning 
sector, and consequently the wage structure. 

These changes will inherently involve a cost to 
the operation of services.  The solution to 
addressing this cost burden does not lie in 
altering the qualification requirements in the 
NQF, but in the Commonwealth and State 
governments working closely with peak bodies 
and service providers to identify and agree on 
appropriate funding strategies.   

There is also a need for a comprehensive 
workforce strategy to attract and retain suitably 
qualified early childhood professionals to the 
sector.  
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Assessment and Ratings  

ACECQA’s Report on the National Quality 
Framework & Regulatory Burden indicated that 
“Providers whose services have been quality rated 
are among the groups most supportive of the 
NQF…Significantly, these providers also perceive 
a much lower level of administrative burden…This 
is an encouraging finding for the future of the 
NQF, and the way it is being implemented. It 
suggests that as regulatory authorities engage 
more with providers about quality improvement, 
and quality rate more services, support for the 
NQF will grow and the perceived level of 
administrative burden may reduce.”x  

The experience of many ELAA members would 
also support this finding. Many services have 
reported that, in spite of initial anxieties, the 
assessment and rating process turned out to be a 
valuable experience in which they received 
helpful feedback, advice and suggestions for 
service improvement. A regional Cluster Manager 
and a metropolitan kindergarten director convey 
their experiences of the assessment visit:  

“Everyone was uptight before the visit but it went 
very smoothly. At the end of the session I spent an 
hour with the assessor discussing policies. Staff felt 
it was a very positive experience and that had a lot 
to do with the depth of experience of the assessor 
who had an early childhood background.  After the 
assessment was over she sat with the staff and 
talked with them about some of the things they 
were struggling with.  They felt one of the areas 
they were working hard in but had difficulties with, 
was parent engagement.  It’s difficult because 
parents don’t have the time to engage or volunteer.  
The assessor and the staff discussed ideas about 
how to engage parents more. That was wonderful 
for the staff because of her depth of knowledge. We 
know that our positive experience was directly 
related to the assessor’s breadth of knowledge 
about early learning and to the extra time spent 
with our educators, but that this is not the case for 
all assessment visits.”  

(Sue Brown, Cluster Manager at Goulburn Regional 

Preschool Association in Murchison, Victoria) 

“It confirmed our philosophy and what we believe 
in, especially about the emotional wellbeing of 
children coming first and everything else following 
on as a result.  During the assessor’s visit she gave 
us some practical suggestions, little things she’d 
noticed at other kinders, such as having separate 
bins for recycling our scraps at lunchtime. Looking 
at the bigger picture, it’s a good thing to go through 
because empirical educational research shows 
these practices are good for children.”   

(Director and educational leader of a metropolitan 

kindergarten in Melbourne) 

 

Assessment Reports 

Some early childhood professionals have 
requested better feedback on the assessment 
process. ELAA is concerned at the changes that 
have recently been made to assessment reports. 
These are now produced at the standard level, 
rather than drilling down to the element level of 
the NQS – even though the assessment visit 
focuses on all 58 elements.  There is an inherent 
tension between streamlining reports and 
maintaining their integrity. Services want reports 
that provide useful feedback – they want to know 
what areas they need to improve in. Reports 
produced at the standard level will not help them 
to achieve this. 

ELAA understands that Regulatory Authorities 
struggled to sustain reporting at the original 
element level due to a lack of resources and that 
this lead to the change. It is vital that assessment 
reports are meaningful and useful to services to 
maintain the integrity of the assessment and 
ratings system. To achieve this ELAA 
recommends Regulatory Authorities be 
resourced appropriately to produce assessment 
reports at the element level. This illustrates the 
importance of thinking through any proposed 
changes to the NQF to ensure that “streamlining” 
does not compromise the integrity of the system 
and undermine quality outcomes.   
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Rating Levels 

Robyn Mawdsley, of the YMCA Kindergarten 
Cluster in the Ballarat Region, confirmed the 
value of the assessment and ratings process for 
their rural Cluster. An aspect they don’t like 
however is the ‘excellent’ rating. Many services 
within this Cluster received a rating of ‘exceeding’ 
but find it “wrong” to have to apply – and to have 
to pay – for an ‘excellent’ rating and therefore 
haven’t done so. Robyn believes the value of the 
‘excellent’ rating is questionable and suggests 
that an ‘exceeding’ rating is sufficiently 
meritorious both for services and for families. 

 Others in the early childhood sector have 
expressed concern about the ‘working towards’ 
rating being considered acceptable. When the 

ratings were initially released ELAA found it 
necessary to produce information sheets for 
services to assist them to explain their ratings to 
families. The ‘working towards’ rating caused 
particular anxiety for services and for families. 
Reassurance was required that this did not mean 
that the centre was providing poor service, but 
that there was a need to improve practice in 
identified areas and that with advice and support 
many services with a ‘working towards’ 
assessment would improve their practices and 
their rating.  

ELAA recommends that appropriate support be 
provided to assist services to meet the higher 
standards of the NQF.  
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Connections with Other Initiatives 

ELAA believes that it is also essential that the 
NQF maintains strong connections with other 
relevant initiatives.  The Australian Education 
Development Index (AEDI) provides data that 
confirms how important it is to deliver high 
quality early learning programs to all children, 
particularly to vulnerable children.  

 

The provision of 15 hours of kindergarten, 
through the National Partnership Agreement on 
Universal Access, for all 4 year olds in the year 
before they start school allows time to achieve 
high quality outcomes for children. The early 
childhood sector is currently advocating for 
continued government funding of this crucial 
National Partnership Agreement.  
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Conclusion 
 

Former Prime Minister John Howard had the 
foresight to set us on a journey to develop a 
national approach to the delivery of early 
childhood education and care. COAG furthered 
this agenda in 2008/09, through the development 
of the National Quality Framework, underpinned 
by persuasive research evidence about the strong 
relationship between quality and positive 
outcomes for children. These national reforms, 
including higher level qualifications for educators 
and an increase in educator to child ratios, are 
already showing strong signs of improvements in 
the quality of early learning programs for 
Australian children. It is critical that the 
momentum generated by these quality reforms 
be supported and maintained.  

A complex quality system that truly seeks to uplift 
the quality of our early childhood programs across 
a range of settings nationally has been in the 
making for over a decade.  The Major political 
parties have demonstrated their understanding of 
the importance of the early years and have – 
during their respective terms in office - strived to 
bring about a uniform national platform for the 
delivery of early childhood services.   

The NQF has only been in operation for the past 
two and a half years.  We owe it to the children of 

Australia to continue to implement the 
framework with a focus on continuous 
improvement.  What we do know is that some 
administrative aspects of the framework 
regarded as burdensome are legitimate, and yet 
may also be the expected teething troubles 
associated with any new regulatory system.  We 
know this from a large number of services that 
have implemented the system successfully, and 
wholeheartedly support it.  Governments will 
have heard their voices throughout the 
consultation process, and through the various 
submissions to this review. 

We are confident that Commonwealth, State and 
Territory Governments will heed these informed 
voices.   

In conclusion, ELAA submits that the outcomes of 
this review should:  

• Support quality in early childhood education 
• Continue implementing the NQF within the 

timeframes already agreed by all 
governments 

• Support early childhood education and care 
services to implement the NQF 

• Ensure that any streamlining of the NQF does 
not compromise quality outcomes for 
children.   
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About Early Learning Association Australia 
 

The vision of Early Learning Association Australia 
is “excellence in early learning for every child”. 

We strive to realise our vision by supporting our 
members to provide quality, affordable and 
accessible early childhood services. We do this 
through:  

• The provision of advice and assistance to 
members;  

• Contributing to policy debates on the 
developmental, social and economic 
value of early learning;  

• Collaboration with governments, the 
education and community sectors to 
share knowledge and champion high 
quality early learning outcomes for all 
Australian children. 

ELAA represents over 1200 early learning service 
providers.  Our diverse membership base includes 

independent kindergartens; Cluster Managed 
services; local governments; integrated services; 
long day care services; government and 
independent schools; and out of school hours care 
programs. ELAA’s membership base and long-
term relationships with governments make our 
organisation an effective advocate for the sector. 

For over twenty two years, ELAA has worked with 
members, peak bodies, Commonwealth, State 
and local governments, and other stakeholders to 
promote and support the provision of quality 
early childhood services to children, and to help 
ensure that these services are accessible and 
affordable for families.  

ELAA welcomes the opportunity to provide input 
to the Review of the National Partnership 
Agreement on the National Quality Agenda for 
Early Childhood Education and Care.  
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