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Abstract

Early childhood education (ECE) and development is internationally recognised as
important to child health and wellbeing and to enabling children to become healthy productive
adults. This paper analyses Australian ECE policy current in . It uses the institutional
framework of ideas, actors and institutions to determine the extent to which ECE policy rec-
ognises and acts on social determinants of health and health equity. We found that the policies
supported integrated approaches, intersectoral collaboration and partnerships with parents
and families. Evidence was important in formulating the ideas underpinning ECE policy.
ECE was widely recognised as a social determinant of health, and the impacts of other social
determinants of health and health equity were acknowledged. The ECE policies tended to be
future-focused and not respond to social determinants that influence children and their fami-
lies in the present time. The policies lacked strategies to address social determinants, or to
engage with other sectors for this purpose. While some policies focused on breaking the cycle
of disadvantage, they did not explore potential policy responses to pathways from intergener-
ational disadvantage to reduce poverty. Despite this, Australian ECE policy has achieved sig-
nificant coherence, with shared understandings of the purpose and benefits of ECE.

Keywords: Early childhood education policy; social determinants of health; health
equity; healthy public policy

Introduction

Early childhood education (ECE) and development is recognised internationally
as critical to enabling children to grow into healthy and competent adults who
can positively contribute to society (CSDH , Daly ). Educational attain-
ment starts with ECE and is linked to improved health outcomes, in part
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through its influence on attaining higher education levels, and consequently
adult income, employment and living conditions (Moore et al., ).
Investment in ECE and development is widely accepted to be a ‘powerful equal-
izer’ (Cunha et al., , Morabito et al., ).

Definitions of early childhood differ. In this paper, the age range used is
birth to commencement of formal compulsory primary schooling in
Australia, aged  or  years (varying between states/territories). This does not
negate the importance of the pre-natal period for child development when
the focus of services is on maternal and pre-natal care and development, nor
the period from school commencement to  years, but reflects the age range
within Australian ECE policy. ECE is defined broadly in this paper and includes
the ECE and care services and programs provided to children from birth to
school age.

Infant mental health has emerged as a field of research, clinical practice and
public policy with contributions from disciplines such as neuroscience, obstet-
rics, paediatrics, psychology, psychiatry and sociology (Shonkoff and Phillips,
, Lawless et al., ). Neuroscience evidence has shown that brain devel-
opment is sensitive to external influences in early childhood and before birth,
with lifelong effects (Twardosz , Frith ). Critical events, early experi-
ences and the environment in which children live have been found to directly
impact on children’s lives, development and future opportunities (Moore et al.,
; Morsy and Rothstein, ).

Infant mental health research has also shown the importance of parents,
families and other meaningful relationships for healthy child development
(Blair and Raver, , Fane et al., ). Quality ECE programs are important
in supporting child development, health, and life opportunities, and reducing
inequities (Keating and Hertzman, , Molla and Nolan, a). Children liv-
ing in the most disadvantaged circumstances receive the greatest benefit from,
but are less likely to have access to, quality ECE services (Cloney et al., ,
Bakken et al., ). To achieve sustained positive outcomes, high quality
ECE needs to be universal, supported by engagement with families and commu-
nities, and followed by quality early schooling (Shonkoff and Phillips, ).

Internationally, ECE policy has focused on quality, affordable ECE, staff
professionalisation, children’s rights, early childhood pedagogy, school readi-
ness, and encouraging participation of children from disadvantaged back-
grounds (OECD , Lu et al., , West et al., ). From the early
s Australian government policies have aligned with this focus (Press and
Hayes, ; Logan, ).

The social determinants of health and health equity have been shown to be
vital in shaping early childhood experiences (CSDH, ). They are the politi-
cal, economic, social and cultural factors that determine the distribution of
health and illness for individuals and populations. They determine the everyday
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circumstances in which people are born, live and age and include the wider
forces and systems that shape the conditions of daily life (CSDH ).
Health inequities are the systemic differences in health between different socio-
economic groups within a society that are socially constructed and avoidable,
and thus unjust (Whitehead ). The causes of health inequities relate to
the distributive effects of the social determinants and the social processes that
determine that distribution, including power and resources (Graham ). As a
social determinant, early childhood development has a determining influence on
subsequent life and health, and on addressing societal inequities (Segal et al.,
). Other social determinants of health, such as poverty, parental education
and employment, and housing/homelessness, are likely to affect children’s
access to or capacity to benefit from ECE by affecting children directly or shap-
ing the circumstances and health status of their families and communities
(Hertzman ).

Australian context
Australia is a federated nation with a federal government and eight state/

territory governments. This paper considers the extent to which Australian fed-
eral and state/territory government ECE policies recognise and propose action
on the social determinants of health in ways that are likely to improve health
and/or reduce health inequities.

The Australian ECE sector is complex with varied service types and pro-
viders across states and a demarcation between childcare and preschool services
(Tayler ). Childcare centres provide long day care services typically for chil-
dren aged six weeks to five years. They are provided by private for-profit, not-
for-profit, school-managed and government-managed services with means-
tested government subsidies provided to families to ensure affordability
(Hunkin ).

Preschool services generally provide short hours, play-based learning pro-
grams and are delivered by state education departments or non-profit organi-
sations. They are provided as a free or subsidised universal non-mandatory
service in the year before school (usually for  year olds), with some states also
offering subsidised preschool programs for  year olds. All approved ECE serv-
ices attract government funding and are subject to government regulation
(Tayler ).

Since  Australian federal and state governments have committed to
increasing children’s participation in quality ECE programs under national
agreements on universal access to ECE with the goal of providing  hours
of affordable quality ECE to all children in the year before school, regardless
of location, personal circumstances or delivery model (Molla and Nolan,
b). Childcare centres are increasingly offering ECE teacher-led programs.
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State funded integrated ECE services have also emerged, providing maternal,
child health, and family support services as well as ECE (SCRGSP ).

From the s, Australia’s ECE model has been supported by a national
reform agenda based on formal policy recognition of ECE’s dual contribution to
child development and parent workforce participation (Logan et al., ;
Keating and Hertzman, ; Molla and Nolan, b). The workforce partici-
pation rationale reflects recognition of the role of access to childcare for parental
employment and providing a pathway out of poverty for families. The child
development rationale recognises the importance of ECE for child wellbeing,
success in future schooling and future life opportunities (Adamson and
Brennan, ). In the last decade, reforms have favoured a focus on ECE
for child development over a focus on childcare to enable mothers to return
to work (Molla and Nolan, b). Addressing inequality in access to ECE con-
tinues to be a challenge. State and federal governments recognise that particu-
larly for children from families with lower incomes, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children (hereafter ‘Aboriginal’), those living in remote areas, and those
with disabilities, the gap in ECE outcomes remains (Molla and Nolan, a).

ECE has now shifted from being seen as a cost to being viewed as an invest-
ment (Raban and Kilderry, ), with a stronger focus on workforce profes-
sionalisation and service quality (Logan et al., , Cook et al., ).
However, during the COVID- pandemic, Australian government ECE dis-
course reverted to focusing on parental workforce participation and supporting
economic recovery, with a lesser focus on benefits for children (Grudnoff and
Denniss, ).

In , Australia’s national reform agenda resulted in all jurisdictions,
through the Council of Australian Governments (COAG), adopting a single
overarching early years learning framework - ‘Belonging, Being and
Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia’ which forms
the curricular foundation for ensuring children in all ECE settings experience
quality teaching and learning (DEEWR ). (COAG comprised the Prime
Minister, state government First Ministers and the Australian Local
Government Association President. In March  COAG was replaced by a
National Cabinet, formed to coordinate the national COVID- pandemic
response, with membership of the Prime Minister and state government First
Ministers.) The Early Years Learning Framework incorporates the principles
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN ) and provides a
national quality education and care guide (Sumsion et al., ). This was fol-
lowed in  by endorsement of the COAG National Quality Framework for
ECE to drive continuous improvement, quality and consistency across ECE set-
tings (Pascoe and Brennan, ). The National Quality Framework includes
regulating legislation, Early Learning Reform Principles (COAG Education
Council ), the Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR ), the

      .
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National Quality Standard (ACECQA ), a process for ECE and care service
assessment against the Standard, a state-based regulatory authority (usually the
education department), and the Australian Children’s Education and Care
Quality Authority as national oversight body. Despite national policy consoli-
dation, different funding arrangements have meant a division persists between
childcare and preschool services (Molla and Nolan, b).

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare () reported that on 
June , there were .m children in Australia (- years). .% of the total
child population comprised Aboriginal children, representing % of the
Aboriginal population. This is a much younger age profile than the non-
Indigenous population (.% of the total Australian population are children).
.% of Australian children were born overseas and % of these were from
non-English speaking countries. In -, .% of children were reported
as having some level of disability, with % having a severe or profound level
of disability (AIHW ).

In , % of Australian children lived in cities. While % of Aboriginal
children lived in cities or regional areas, they made up % of all children living
in remote and very remote areas, despite accounting for % of the total child
population (AIHW ). In , % of - year olds regularly attended some
form of childcare and % of  year olds were enrolled in a preschool program
(SCRGSP ). .% of Aboriginal children were enrolled in a preschool pro-
gram in the year before school in , on track to meet the COAG Closing the
Gap (CTG) target to have % of Aboriginal children enrolled in ECE in the
year before school by  (Commonwealth of Australia ). Since ,
through the CTG strategy Australian governments have worked to close the
health, education and employment outcomes gap between Aboriginal and
non-Indigenous people. In  five of the seven targets to close the gap in child
mortality, literacy, numeracy and writing skills, school attendance and
Aboriginal employment rates, had not been met or the gap was widening
(Commonwealth of Australia ). The federal government released a new
CTG national agreement in  including new targets, and continued the exist-
ing ECE enrolment target.

Method

This study investigated the extent to which Australian ECE policy current in
 recognised and acted on the social determinants of health. It follows pre-
vious research which investigated the extent to which Australian health policy
(Fisher et al., ), Australian child and youth health policy (Phillips et al.,
), and Australian justice, urban planning, environment and industry sector
policies (Baum et al., ) address the social determinants of health.
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Because the study methods build on our previous policy research, we
adapted the coding framework developed for the previous studies for our anal-
ysis, adding specific ECE-related codes. The coding framework included codes
for analysing policy framing (such as identifying the policy problem and the
response deemed appropriate) and the policy intent, the policy goals, objectives
and strategies, identification of evidence to support claims, and references to
social determinants of health and equity. The key social determinants of health
considered in our analysis included:

• Recognition of structural constraints, e.g. economic factors, welfare system,
poverty

• Gender
• Connection to cultural traditions, identity, language
• Stigma/discrimination
• Social exclusion/inclusion
• Adequate stable housing, homelessness
• Natural environment, open space, connectedness to land
• Built environment
• Social relationships
• Employment/unemployment
• Education
• Safety, safe environments
• Digital technologies, digital literacy
• Good nutrition, healthy food, healthy lifestyle.

We analysed references to equity, including identifying targeted and univer-
sal foci. We added codes for private sector involvement, educator, parental and
community responsibility, partnership between educators and parents, families
and communities, and parents’ roles and support for parenting. Information
about the development of the original coding framework is published elsewhere
(Baum et al., ).

Policy selection process
Strategic policies were initially identified through a government website search

in . Strategic policies were defined as policy documents (or plans, strategies,
frameworks) that incorporated guiding principles, goals and strategies for ECE
action. Documents were excluded if they were assessed as operational, or were:

• Describing subsidiary policies, procedures or guidelines for specific activities
or services (such as human resource policies)

• Fact sheets or handbooks to inform parents or staff about specific areas of
departmental responsibility

      .
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• Technical descriptions of processes
• Primarily reporting on outcomes of departmental activities, or departmental/
external research, or on community consultation findings

• Discussion papers
• Primarily intended to provide practical public information about use of facil-
ities and services

• Presenting advisory reports and/or recommendations on departmental activ-
ity (unless specifically endorsed for implementation by government)

• Outlining regulations for management of education-related issues.

Documents were also excluded if superseded by a strategic policy address-
ing the same topic and/or if positioned in the archive section of a government
website. Only policies with an end date of  or beyond were selected. If no
end date was provided, policies were considered current if still available for
download on departmental websites.

Federal and state government education departments were contacted to
confirm the policies were current, and to identify other policies meeting the
selection criteria.  policy documents were selected for analysis (see Table ).

WA was the only state government without an explicit ECE policy. WA
advised they did not have education department-specific early years policies,
apart from an early child development target withinWA’s whole-of-government
policy, ‘Our priorities: ’ (Government of Western Australia ).

Document coding and analysis
Qualitative document analysis provides a systematic process for policy anal-

ysis. It requires data to be examined to elicit meaning and develop understand-
ing about what is present and silent in the data, and to what effect (Corbin and
Strauss, , Bowen ).

Policy document analysis is useful for identifying how evidence on social
determinants of health is recognised in policy and translated into strategies
(Phillips et al., ). Our document analysis approach involved an iterative
process of coding and thematic analysis. We double coded ten policy documents
to ensure coding consistency and to check our interpretations and discussed our
analysis at team meetings. During coding, the framing of each policy was exam-
ined, and the goals, objectives, strategies, and values were assessed to determine
the extent to which the policy recognised and acted on social determinants of
health. We undertook collaborative thematic analysis and discussed emerging
themes at meetings. We used research memos to formally record insights during
coding and analysis. We met bi-monthly throughout the -month project to
discuss analysis and emerging findings.
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TABLE . Australian early childhood education policies ()

Responsible authority Policy title

Council of Australian Governments (COAG) and COAG Education
Council (COAG membership included in Table )

Belonging, Being & Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia
(Component of National Quality Framework (NQF))
Early learning reform principles
(Component of NQF)
Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration December 
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Strategy 

Australian Government National Partnership on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education -
National Quality Standard
(Component of NQF)
Corporate Plan -: Opportunity through learning

Australian Capital Territory (ACT) A leading learning organisation: Strategic plan -
The future of education – An education strategy for the next  years
The future of education – An ACT education strategy for the next  years – First phase

implementation
New South Wales (NSW) Department of Education strategic plan -

Regional and remote early childhood education strategy: Ensuring every child in regional
and remote NSW gets the best start in life – -

Early childhood education workforce strategy -
Northern Territory (NT) The best opportunities for life: Northern Territory Child and Adolescent Health and

Wellbeing Strategic Plan -
(Whole-of-government policy)
Starting early for a better future – Early childhood development in the Northern

Territory -
(Whole-of-government policy)
Starting early for a better future implementation plan -
(Whole-of-government policy)
















.
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TABLE . Continued

Responsible authority Policy title

Education NT Strategic Framework -
Education NT Strategic Action Plan -
A share in the future – Indigenous Education Strategy -

Queensland Our future state – Advancing Queensland’s priorities
(Whole-of-government policy)
Our way: A generational strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and

families -
(Whole-of-government policy)
Changing tracks: An action plan for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and

families -
(Whole-of-government policy)
Supporting families changing futures -
(Whole-of-government policy)
Shifting minds: Queensland mental health, alcohol and other drugs strategic plan -


(Whole-of-government policy)
Advancing education: an action plan for education in Queensland
Inclusive education policy
Department of Education Strategic Plan: -
Every Queenslander succeeding – Disability service plan

South Australia (SA) Strategic Plan: Towards world-class education
Attendance matters in South Australian preschools and schools
Wellbeing for learning and life
Aboriginal education strategy
Reconciliation action plan -
SA Children’s Centres outcomes framework
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TABLE . Continued

Responsible authority Policy title

Tasmania - Department of Education Strategic Plan – Learners first: Every learner, every
day

Children thriving in strong, connected communities: Pregnancy to eight years -


Tasmania’s Child and Family Centres: Four years improvement plan -
- Child and student wellbeing strategy: Safe, well and positive learners

Victoria Victorian early years learning and development framework
(State-specific NQF policy)
Early years management framework
Marrung: Aboriginal education plan -
Department of Education and Training - Strategic Plan
Supporting children and families in the early years – A compact between DET, DHHS

and Local Government – -
Early childhood reform plan: Ready for kinder ready for school ready for life

Western Australia (WA) Our priorities : Sharing prosperity
(Whole-of-government policy)
















.
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Framing the analysis using institutional theory
Our policy analysis is underpinned by institutional theory which provides a

framework for understanding what has shaped Australian ECE policy (Cairney
, Scott ). Institutional theory explains social behaviour using the frame-
work of institutional forces (including structures, rules and mandates), ideas
(such as world views and ideology) and actors (individuals, organisations and
networks) (Cairney ). Institutional forces that shape government ECE pol-
icy and action can be regulative (legal, rule-setting), normative (guiding values
and norms about what ought to happen), and cultural-cognitive (pre-existing
frames for how things are done) (Scott ). Institutional forces shape or con-
strain political behaviour and influence action through shaping the interpreta-
tion of problems and constraining choice of possible solutions.

Findings

Focus and scope of policies
We found consistency in language, concepts and approaches in all the pol-

icies.  policies were from education departments/sectors with ECE responsi-
bility. Nine were whole-of-government policies focused on ECE. Whole-of-
government policies included a broad focus on child health, development, well-
being and safety within multiple departments’ responsibilities. Some education
department policies were specific to preschools and others incorporated pre-
school and school education. None of the state government policies, apart from
the Victorian Early Years Learning and Development Framework (State of
Victoria b), related to childcare services, possibly reflecting constitutional
divisions about areas of responsibility.

The policies included consistent recurring themes, suggesting policy coher-
ence and a common understanding of the benefits of ECE (May et al., ).
These themes are listed in Box  and described below.

BOX . Themes from analysis of ECE polices

• Best start in life and lifelong benefits for the child
• Longer term social and economic benefits for society
• Intersectoral collaboration, service integration and partnerships with
families and communities

• Workforce and service quality
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Best start in life and lifelong benefits for the child
 policies across all jurisdictions stated they aimed to provide children with

the ‘best start in life’. COAG’s overarching national policy framework stated:

The Council of Australian Governments has developed this Framework to assist educa-
tors to provide young children with opportunities to maximise their potential and
develop a foundation for future success in learning. In this way, the Early Years
Learning Framework (the Framework) will contribute to realising the COAG vision that:

“All children have the best start in life to create a better future for themselves and for the
nation.”

(DEEWR )

The policies identified current benefits of ECE, including for children’s health
and wellbeing and successful transition to school. They also focused on longer-
term benefits. For example:

By providing the opportunity for every child to engage in quality early learning expe-
riences, we are laying the foundations for them to achieve better learning, health, social
and employment outcomes throughout their entire lives (State of Queensland a).

Few policies addressed inequities affecting children’s current life circumstances
(such as families living in poverty). Those that did were whole-of-government or
Aboriginal-specific policies.

Longer term social and economic benefits for society
As well as a focus on benefits for children, the policies identified longer term

social and economic benefits for society. For example:

All jurisdictions acknowledge that reform and investment in early learning [ : : : ] have
the potential to deliver significant economic and social benefits to Australia, including
improved school readiness; better opportunities; long-term productivity increases;
improved workforce participation, income, financial security and health outcomes;
and reductions in crime and welfare expenditure (COAG Education Council ).

While these policies suggested benefits for disadvantaged groups, they did not
specifically address reducing inequities.

 policies used economic language of investment in the early years for
future savings to justify ECE prioritisation.

Intersectoral collaboration, service integration and partnerships with
families and communities
 policies across all jurisdictions identified the importance of service and

sector collaboration to support families and children. There was also a focus
on collaboration between levels of government, and public and private sectors.

      .
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All jurisdictions ( policies) proposed an integrated approach, where child and
family health and wellbeing services were provided through an integrated service:

Integrated services draw together a range of programs such as health, family support
and early childhood education. A truly integrated approach encompasses universal, tar-
geted and intensive services. It enables families to access multiple services for their chil-
dren and themselves without navigating several different service systems (NT
Government b).

Similarly, they all agreed (through  policies) that working in partnership with
parents, families and communities is important. Community partnership was
prominent in Aboriginal-specific ECE policies, reflecting the importance of cul-
tural respect and shared responsibility.

Workforce and service quality
Following COAG’s endorsement of the National Quality Framework,

Australian ECE policy has focused on workforce capability and service quality,
reflected in the shift in terminology from ‘care’ and ‘carers’, to ‘education’ and
‘educators’, in a push for workforce professionalisation (Cook et al., ). 
policies referred to workforce development. For example:

The important link between educators and quality early childhood education experi-
ences is recognised through the National Quality Framework, including through pro-
fessional qualification requirements and educator to child ratios. Increasing the
capability of the early childhood education workforce remains a priority to build quality
(COAG Education Council ).

Acknowledgement of social determinants of health and equity in
ECE policies
Seven states and the federal jurisdiction recognised education as a social

determinant of health (through  policies) although sometimes we inferred this
from their acknowledgement of education’s role in children’s wellbeing and
future life opportunities. For example:

Access to high-quality education provides significant short-term and lifelong benefits,
not just in terms of academic outcomes, but also in terms of resilience, creativity, health
and wellbeing, and economic participation. Education is the cornerstone of economic
development and self-determination. Education increases a person’s opportunity and
choice in life, equipping them with personal and practical skills to get the jobs they want
and live healthier and more prosperous lives (State of Victoria a).

 policies across six states identified one or more non-education social deter-
minant as impacting on children’s wellbeing or capacity to access or benefit
from ECE, such as poverty, housing/homelessness, food, child protection
and/or family violence, culture and diversity, and racism/stigma/discrimination.
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These social determinants were most often recognised in whole-of-government
policies. For example:

The intergenerational effects of poverty, disadvantage and trauma are linked to lower
rates of school readiness, lower rates of kindergarten proficiency, lower test scores and
higher rates of mental health problems for children. Addressing the consequences asso-
ciated with childhood poverty is critical to ensuring the best start for all children
(Queensland Mental Health Commission ).

We found that equity was defined as access to services and/or prioritisation of
‘vulnerable’ or ‘disadvantaged’ children or families. In relation to equitable
access to services, the focus was on affordability, inclusiveness and universal
access. For example:

Inclusion: involves taking into account all children’s social, cultural and linguistic diver-
sity (including learning styles, abilities, disabilities, gender, family circumstances and
geographic location) in curriculum decision-making processes. The intent is to ensure
that all children’s experiences are recognised and valued. The intent is also to ensure
that all children have equitable access to resources and participation, and opportunities
to demonstrate their learning and to value difference (DEEWR )

Children and groups described as vulnerable or disadvantaged were often tar-
geted in relation to equity of opportunity. The ‘vulnerable’ groups were mostly
only specifically identified when referring to Aboriginal children and families,
and regional and remote communities. Otherwise, vulnerability remained a gen-
eral and undefined term:

Children, young people, parents and families experiencing vulnerability face immense
challenges and can be caught in a cycle of disadvantage that affects their health and
limits their education and employment opportunities (State of Queensland b).

Policies emphasised Aboriginal children’s access:

With a disproportionate number of Aboriginal children growing up in disadvantaged
regional and remote areas, improving access to quality early childhood education in
partnership with Aboriginal communities is also key to the department’s efforts to
overcome Aboriginal disadvantage in education (NSW Department of
Education ).

There was explicit reference to ‘closing the gap’ in  policies across six juris-
dictions, sometimes this referred to the educational gap between Aboriginal and
non-Indigenous children and sometimes to the health and life expectancy gap.
For example:

The Northern Territory Government will, through Starting Early for a Better Future,
improve the outcomes for all Northern Territory children, and eliminate the gap
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children. Resources will be allocated to

      .
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support specific services or programs in sites, and develop the integration of services to
support better early childhood outcomes (NT Government a).

Most references to the social determinants of health were in sections of the poli-
cies that presented evidence, described the policy problem, and made the case
for change. In education department policies, ECE was identified as the main
solution to policy problems because the policy focus was on education depart-
ment core business. In whole-of-government policies, policy solutions were
broader, including acknowledging remoteness, housing and homelessness, men-
tal health and family violence, because these policies had an intersectoral man-
date. While Aboriginal children and families were prioritised in all policies,
Aboriginality was often identified as a policy problem, rather than one of the
underlying causes of disadvantage (including poverty and systemic racism)
(Fogarty et al., ). The exception was in the six Aboriginal-specific policies
which were distinguished by Aboriginal artwork and stories, references to con-
sultation with Aboriginal elders and community groups, and community
participation.

Most policies lacked specific strategies for implementation, or for acting on
identified social determinants of health. An example of a specific resourced
strategy was:

An additional $ million will fund the development of early childhood facilities
co-located at government primary schools (State of Victoria ).

While our desktop analysis cannot assess implementation or outcomes, the lack
of specifically identified implementation strategies, resources and agencies may
reduce effectiveness. The National Quality Framework provides the mechanism
to regulate the ECE sector, but its focus is on service quality.

Discussion

Our analysis of Australian ECE policy elucidates how it has responded to the
social determinants of health. Institutional theory provides the analytical frame-
work for discussing our findings (see Table ).

Institutional forces shaping the ECE policy environment
COAG’s National Quality Framework and the ‘National Partnership on

Universal Access to Early Childhood Education’ (Commonwealth of
Australia ), provided regulatory oversight and created vertical policy coher-
ence within the education sector (May et al., , Logan et al., ). The focus
of the National Quality Framework on the future economic benefits from quality
ECE raised ECE to a central position in federal and state governments’ broader
economic reform agenda (Hunkin ). The hierarchy of policies beneath the
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TABLE . Institutional framework for analysing Australian early childhood education policy

Component of institutional
theory Key elements related to Australian early childhood education policy

Institutions - Regulatory environment:
- National Partnership on Universal Access to Early Childhood Education
- COAG policy framework – National Quality Standard and Early Years Learning Framework
- Federal and state ECE policies

Ideas - Early years are a crucial time for child development (health, brain development, wellbeing, social development, education)
- The environment in which a child lives impacts on their future life and opportunities
- Scientific and economic evidence on importance of early years long term for individuals and society, and benefits of investment in
early years

- Government and societal obligation to protect and care for children – focus on children being and becoming – present and future
- Acceptance of women as part of productive workforce
- Shift from childcare being for working parents/mothers to ECE for children, and from ‘carers’ to ‘educators’, workforce
professionalisation and development

- Neoliberalism – privatisation and regulation of ECE system. Valuing workforce productivity, creating future productive citizens
Actors - COAG (Council of Australian Governments, comprising Australian Prime Minister, state First Ministers and President of Local

Government Association of Australia) and its Standing Education Council, consisting of federal and state government and New
Zealand Ministers responsible for school education, early childhood development and/or youth affairs

- Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality Authority
- Federal and state governments, and their education departments
- Early childhood advocacy and professional bodies such as Early Childhood Australia and SNAICC (Secretariat of National
Aboriginal and Islander Child Care)

- Established ECE providers, childcare centres/early learning centres/integrated children’s centres/preschools (public/non-for profit/
private for profit)

- International and Australian-based researchers
- Educators
- Children
- Parents/families/communities
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National Quality Framework provided institutional support for regulating each
jurisdiction’s ECE services and programs.

Ideas
Early childhood education as a policy idea
Multiple interacting ideas influenced Australian ECE policy (see Figure ).

All jurisdictions recognised the importance of quality education for children’s
development and future life opportunities. Although policies recognised the
benefits of ECE for children in the present, the idea of education making a dif-
ference was mainly future-focused. Current circumstances, such as intergener-
ational poverty, are a form of structural disadvantage today, and so a policy
focus on improving current daily living conditions is important. While most
whole-of-government policies acknowledged how disadvantage (poverty, hous-
ing, unemployment, etc.) threw up barriers to child development with lifelong
effects, this was often presented as a fait accompli, without policy solutions. ECE
was positioned as a response, assuming education prevents future socioeco-
nomic disadvantage. There was less recognition that current socioeconomic
inequalities and entrenched forms of intergenerational disadvantage require
redress, and therefore less recognition of the need to address structural inequi-
ties such as power and resources. There was also less evidence of horizontal pol-
icy coherence with other sectors’ policies that adversely affect parents and
families, such as income support, employment, housing and incarceration.
Again, the exception was in Aboriginal-specific and whole-of-government

Interacting complimentary ideas

Competing ideas

Government/societal obligation to protect and care for children and to compensate for impacts of adverse environments as a human right

Present day benefits of ECE in 
children’s lives
- Early years a crucial time in 

child development

Context and environment in which a child lives influence their future life and opportunities.  Inequities in these contexts contribute to health inequities

Workforce productivity
- Children as future productive 

healthy citizens
- Women in the workforce

Quality early childhood education 
and care services
- Regulation of services
- Staff professional development

UNIVERSAL, AFFORDABLE, 
ACCESSIBLE EARLY 

CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 
PROGRAMS

Neoliberal ideas: Free market | User pays | Promotion of competition | Privatisation 

Future individual and societal benefits
of investing in the early years

- Reducing health, welfare and justice 
expenditure 

- Reducing health inequities
- Improving health outcomes and life 

opportunities

FIGURE . How ideas interact to influence Australian early childhood education policy
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policies. While these issues are not education sector core business, ECE policy
should point to them given their recognised impact on child wellbeing.

Dominance of neoliberalism
Howlett et al () explain that neoliberal policy orientations constitute a

meta-institution, constraining actors’ policy ideas and prioritising economic
over social policy. Neoliberal ideas of the free market, the transformation of
the state from a public goods provider to a promoter of competitive markets,
and individuals as consumers framed by entrepreneurial values, are embedded
in modern society. ECE reflects neoliberalism through the ‘mixed market’ nature
of the Australian model, with preschool programs increasingly being run within
childcare centres and private school-based early learning centres as COAG has
sought to create a more integrated quality ECE sector (Logan , Molla and
Nolan, b).

The focus on future workforce productivity and economic benefit are ele-
ments of neoliberal framing of ECE policy, positioning children as investments
for future productivity (Logan , Sims ). These ideas are partly tempered
by the policy focus on ECE’s current benefits for children (Fane et al., ). The
acknowledged community obligation to care for children within health and well-
being-promoting environments also tempers the neoliberal agenda.

The idea of ECE’s importance appears to have cut through Australia’s con-
gested policy space, resulting in vertical policy coherence within the education
sector. The consistent messages across the policies have been maintained despite
changes of government, suggesting bi-partisan recognition of the importance of
ECE investment (Baker et al., ). This bipartisan support may be a result of
balancing social and economic agendas to successfully appeal to neoliberal and
social democratic perspectives. ECE policy has become an undisputed policy
priority, with all states pursuing increased intersectoral collaboration and seven
states establishing integrated children’s centre models to address ECE within the
family and community context, suggesting some horizontal policy coherence.

The role of evidence
Evidence had an important role in the formulation of ideas underpinning

Australian ECE policy (Lawless et al., ). It was explicitly cited or implied in
most policy rationales. Cited neurological research evidence highlighted the
interrelationship between the child’s brain development and biology, and their
early experiences and environments (McCain et al., ). Population health
and psychological development research evidence included that children’s early
life experiences influence their brain and social development, their genes and
their ability to thrive. It emphasised the role of early childhood as a determinant
of health, and of a whole-of-community approach to early child development

      .
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(Bronfenbrenner , Hertzman ). Economic evidence supported inves-
ting in the early years for lifelong benefits as well as long term economic benefits
for society, and emphasised prioritising investment in those living in the most
disadvantaged circumstances (Heckman ).

Our analysis showed how evidence influenced ECE policy. Even without
formal references, this evidence was identifiable and uncontested (evident,
for example, in the ubiquitous statements about ECE being crucial for the best
start in life).

Actors
Actors included the groups listed in Table  with roles as policymakers,

implementers, and subjects of ECE policy. Because of the role of evidence in
informing ECE policy, international and Australian-based researchers were also
identified as actors.

The consistency of language and intent in the policies reflects a common
understanding across groups of actors of ECE’s benefit. The role of federal
and state governments collaborating in the institutionalised structure of
COAG to achieve a shared national ECE agenda is significant.

The federal and state government policymakers’ use of common ideas
reflected acceptance of the evidence from leading international researchers.
In promoting the benefits of ECE, policies explicitly cited or referred to the ideas
of medical practitioner/neurological researcher Fraser Mustard (McCain et al.,
), population health researcher Clyde Hertzman (), economist James
Heckman () and developmental psychologist Uri Bronfenbrenner (),
among others. Mustard () and Hertzman () provided advice directly
to Australian policymakers.

In Australia, departments of education and health have a long history of
collaboration (Tooher et al., ). Chan () notes their aligned interests
and policy agendas mean they can be viewed as ‘sister sectors’. All the policies
identified child health and wellbeing as prerequisites for and outcomes of ECE.
Within the education department policies, this coherence was mainly vertical
(intra-sectoral) rather than horizontal (inter-sectoral). In contrast, the whole-
of-government policies mostly sought to create a more integrated intersectoral
response.

Children were viewed as future adults, to be cared for and nurtured. Even
under neoliberalism, children cannot easily be deemed responsible for their cir-
cumstances, so victim blaming was not an element of these policies. The policies
were also uniformly supportive of parents living in disadvantaged circumstan-
ces, and the policy responses supported partnerships with parents and families
in their parenting roles.
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Policy silences
The policy coherence within Australian ECE policy is positive, as is the

acknowledgement of education as a social determinant of health and of the
impacts of other social determinants. However, the policies lacked strategies
to address social determinants, or to engage with other sectors for this purpose.
Education is a powerful equalizer, but this power is lost if children return to
families experiencing stress, poverty, and inadequate housing. To harness
ECE policies’ power and increase coherence, all sectors that impact on parents’
and families’ lives need to address the social determinants of health and health
equity, highlighting the importance of intersectoral advocacy and policy
dialogue.

Although the public/private divide is a critical element of the ECE system,
there was silence in all policies apart from the National Quality Framework on
the increasing dominance of the private sector (Adamson and Brennan, ).
% of children in Australia now attend private schools (ABS ) which are
increasingly establishing early learning centres in competition with preschools
and childcare centres. This contributes to increasing socioeconomic inequalities
through the social stratification of Australia’s school education system
(Hetherington ).

Responding to these silences creates opportunities for improving policy
focus. The nationally consistent approach to ECE arising from COAG suggests
potential for shifts from path dependency (Howlett ). Similarly, whole-of-
government policies that prioritise ECE can change path dependency by creat-
ing greater horizontal policy coherence and a stronger authorising environment
to support ECE policy action on the social determinants of health.

Conclusion

While Australian ECE policy appears vertically coherent, education department
policies focused on the core business of public education sectors and did not
generally address the non-education social determinants of health or the struc-
tural causes of inequity. The non-education social determinants were often iden-
tified in early years-focused whole-of-government policies, possibly because of
their broader mandate, and hence greater potential capacity for change. While
some ECE policies focused on breaking the cycle of disadvantage, they did not
explore potential policy responses to pathways from intergenerational disadvan-
tage to reduce poverty. Policies tended to be future-focused and not respond to
the social determinants of health that influence children and their families in the
present time. Despite this, Australian ECE policy has achieved a high degree of
policy coherence, supported by shared policy ideas and research evidence.
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