
A fair and smart Australia:  
The case for three-year-old preschool

Australia will be fairer and 
smarter with 15 hours of 
three-year-old preschool
Despite the overwhelming evidence 
about the benefits of starting preschool 
earlier than 4 years of age, Australia is 
lagging well behind other countries in  
its investment in the early years.

Two years of non-compulsory 
preschool, of a minimum of 15 hours 
per week, will give children the best 
start for their futures and make for a 
fair and smart Australia. As a society  
we have a responsibility to ensure that 
the benefits of two years of preschool 
become a reality. 

Why start preschool  
at age three
The science behind brain development 
shows that the two years before school 
are optimal for learning essential skills 
for life. Between the ages of three and 
five years, foundational skills critical for 
learning are established (Fox and Geddes 
2016). Ages three to five years are 
considered the sweet spot for reducing 
disadvantage and enhancing readiness 
for school, setting a child up for life.

Quality preschool education led by a 
bachelor-qualified teacher and warm, 
responsive language-rich interactions 
has been shown to be key to the 
development of children’s abilities.

Positive benefits of  
two years of preschool
There is overwhelming evidence of  
the positive outcomes of an additional 
year of preschool.

1.  Children who are behind in their 
learning can catch up to their peers 
and start school ready together

2.  More parents enter the workforce, 
increasing Australia’s productivity.

3.  Australia’s declining school 
performance in international 
benchmark testing will be turned 
around.

4.  Children are more likely to go on to 
further education, to be employed 
and earn more.

5.  The national costs of education, 
justice and health are reduced 
resulting in overall savings.

6.  Increased net GDP of up to $30 billion 
cumulative to 2050 (PriceWaterhouse 
Coopers, 2014).

The combined effect of these benefits 
will lead Australia to be more innovative 
and competitive with a more adaptable 
and capable workforce. 
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 shows that the two years before school  
are optimal for learning essential skills for life.”
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How Australia compares
The top ten countries in the OECD have 
nearly 100 per cent of three-year-olds 
attending preschool. Australia ranks 
poorly with 24 of the 35 OECD countries 
having a higher attendance of three-
year-olds in early learning than we do. 

In nearly all 24 OECD countries, most 
three-year-olds were attending a 
preschool program, while in Australia, 
only 21 per cent of three-year-olds were 
considered to be attending a preschool 
program. If we include child care, such as 
long-day care, 68 per cent of three-year 
olds are engaged in some form of 
education and care, however less than 
one in three children attending will be 
receiving a precshool program led by a 
bachelor-qualified early childhood teacher 
necessary for quality early learning. 

Across states and territories access to 
three-year-old preschool is variable with 
free or low-cost preschool provided to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children or children in out-of-home care, 
for example. For the most part, those 
attending three-year-old preschool are 
the children of parents who can afford  
to pay the unsubsidised fees. 

There have been impressive gains in the 
participation of four-year-old children  
in preschool over the past decade in 
Australia with over 90 per cent enrolled 
in 600 hours of preschool in the year 
before school. At the same time there 
remains significant uncertainty about 
the future funding of preschool for 
four-year olds, with Commonwealth 
funding only guaranteed until  
December 2019.

The way forward
Two significant reports, Lifting Our 
Game (Pascoe and Brennan, 2018) and 
Preschool – Two Years are Better Than 
One (Fox and Geddes, 2016) have 
considered how to grow the capacity  
of the sector to provide three-year-old 
preschool.

Securing permanent funding of  
four-year-old preschool will remove 
uncertainty and provide the necessary 
foundation for the sector to prepare for 
growth. Developing and implementing 
three-year-old preschool will require  
all Australian governments to work 
together with the sector to:

•  design a preschool program which 
considers ratios, size of the groups, 
and curriculum

•  plan to grow the infrastructure
•  develop a workforce strategy to 

recruit, develop, support and retain 
teachers and educators

•  drive improved quality under the 
National Quality Framework

•  re-design the Child Care Subsidy so 
children’s access to early learning is 
not dependent on whether their 
parents are working

• promote the benefits of early learning 
to ensure take-up by families.

Key facts

Only 68% 
of all three-year-olds in Australia  
are enrolled in early education 
(OECD, 2017a).

Funding for  
four-year-old  
preschool is only  
guaranteed until  
December 2019.

Australia’s participation rates  
for three and four-year-olds rank 
well below similar countries  
such as United Kingdom and 
New Zealand.

92.4% 
of children are enrolled in  
four-year-old preschool 
(Australian Government, 2017).

Enrolment rates for  
three-year-olds and  
four-year-olds in  
preschool are below  
the OECD average  
(OECD, 2016).

 For the most part, those   
 attending three-year-old 
preschool are the children of 
parents who can afford to pay  
the unsubsidised fees.”
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Further information
Keep in touch with the development  
of the campaign for two years  
of preschool by visiting  
www.elaa.org.au/advocacy-research/
fair-and-smart-australia  
and subscribing to eNews  
www.bit.ly/2jDroD9
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How to help make two 
years of preschool a reality
A united commitment is required 
across the political spectrum that 
puts children and Australia first.  
The Victorian state election will be 
held in November 2018 and a federal 
election could be held anytime from 
September 2018 to July 2019.

What you can do:

 Tell politicians and journalists 
that this is an issue which 
matters to you, whether you  
are a service provider, educator, 
parent or administrator.

 Talk to those around you to help 
spread the good news about  
the benefits of two years of 
preschool and the difference  
it will make to everyone.

 Use the resources that ELAA  
is developing to support you in 
the campaign for two years of 
preschool, including template 
letters to politicians and for 
media, sample text for inclusion 
in newsletters and social media 
content to use and for sharing.
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 Ages three to five years are  
 considered the sweet spot  
for reducing disadvantage and 
enhancing readiness for school, 
setting a child up for life.”


