All enquiries
Telephone:
Email:
Our reference:

(08) 6213 2217
info@ccyp.wa.gov.au
14/05573

Childcare and Early Childhood Learning
Productivity Commission
GPO Box 1428
CANBERRA CITY ACT 2601
By email: childcare@pc.gov.au

Dear Dr Craik
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the Productivity Commission’s Inquiry
into Childcare and Early Childhood Learning. I welcome the inquiry and am pleased to
provide the following submission.
Role of the Commissioner for Children and Young People Western Australia
In December 2013 I was appointed Acting Commissioner for Children and Young and
People pursuant to the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2006 (the
Commissioner’s Act). The role of Western Australia’s Commissioner for Children and
Young People is one of broad advocacy: the Commissioner has a responsibility to
advocate for, and promote and monitor the wellbeing of, Western Australians younger
than 18 years of age, and to monitor and review written laws, draft laws, policies,
practices and services affecting the wellbeing of children and young people.
The work of the Commissioner is underpinned by a reliance on the best available
evidence, consultations with children and young people, and engagement with
stakeholders.
The Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2006 sets out guiding principles
which must be observed, including that the views of children and young people on all
matters affecting them should be given serious consideration and taken into account.1
Priority and special regard must also be given to the interests and needs of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children and young people, and to those who are vulnerable
or disadvantaged for any reason.2
The Commissioner is also required to have regard to the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UN Convention). As a signatory to the UN Convention,
Australia’s obligations include ensuring that in all actions concerning children, whether
undertaken by public or private social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative
authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary
consideration (Article 3).
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The significance of early childhood
As many submissions to this inquiry have articulated, it is difficult to overstate the
importance of early childhood. As outlined in this office’s Early Childhood Issues Paper3,
early childhood is a particularly sensitive time due to the extent to which brain
development is occurring.4 Early childhood development is the foundation for later
development in all domains of wellbeing and sets the trajectory for learning, physical
and mental health, behaviour and wellbeing through childhood, adolescence and into
adulthood.5 6 7 From before birth through early childhood a child’s physical, emotional
and cognitive skills and capacities develop at a rate which exceeds that of any other
stage of life.8
A range of longitudinal studies provide strong evidence of the way experiences in early
childhood have life-long impacts, including on later achievements, social adjustments,
mental health, physical health and longevity of individuals9. Neurobiological and social
science research has established that, in interaction with their genes, children’s
environments and experiences in early childhood have a major impact on the
development of the brain and therefore on all domains of development – physical,
cognitive, language, social and emotional.10 11
Given the importance of early childhood, it is crucial that policies, programs and
services support the healthy development of our young children and prioritise their
needs and those of their parents.12 Public investment in high quality early childhood
care and education will have positive impacts on the health and wellbeing of children
who access these services and deliver significant social and economic returns over time.
The Commissioner’s Wellbeing Monitoring Framework
On 14 July 2014 I released the second editions of two important Western Australian
reports that provide a framework for monitoring the wellbeing of Western Australia’s
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children and young people. The first of these reports, The State of Western Australia’s
Children and Young People, provides a picture of how children and young people in
WA are faring according to 40 key measures of wellbeing, and the second, Building
Blocks: Best practice programs that improve the wellbeing of children and young
people, lists and describes 126 best practice and promising programs from around

Australia that improve the wellbeing of children and young people.

The data collected in The State of Western Australia’s Children and Young People show
that most Western Australian children are healthy and their material and physical
needs are well met. Generally, WA compares well against national and international
data. However, the report identifies some areas of wellbeing where Western Australian
children and young people are behind national and international trends. Of most
concern, the report identifies the ongoing and, at times, significant disadvantage which
continues to be experienced by many Aboriginal children and young people.
The report details that in 2013 there were more than 570,000 children and people
younger than 18 years living in WA. Over the last decade, the number of 0 to 17 yearolds in Western Australia increased by almost 90,000, or 18.5 per cent. The largest
13
increase (28.5%) occurred in the early childhood age group of 0 to eight years. The
large increase in the number of young children in the population has direct
relevance for early childhood service delivery and the availability of childcare
places.
Early education is one of 40 wellbeing measures identified and discussed in The State
of Western Australia’s Children and Young People. The report shows that in 2013 there
were more than 35,000 enrolments in Kindergarten programs and more than 34,000
enrolments in Pre-primary programs across WA. More than 98 per cent of four-year
olds in WA are enrolled in Kindergarten. 14
Of concern are data demonstrating that twenty-three per cent of five year-old children
in WA were considered developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains in 2012.
While this is an improvement on the percentage of 24.7 per cent reported in 2009, it is
an area which continues to demand the attention of government, and is particularly
relevant to considerations of early childhood education and care policy.
Around 6.4 per cent of Kindergarten students and 6.8 per cent of Pre-primary students
are Aboriginal children. Aboriginal children are significantly more likely to be
developmentally vulnerable when entering school – 49 per cent were considered
developmentally vulnerable on at least one domain in 2012.

Aboriginal students are also significantly less likely to attend regularly than their
non-Aboriginal peers. In 2013 only around 35 per cent of Aboriginal children
enrolled in Kindergarten or Pre-primary programs were recorded to attend
regularly15, compared with over 70 per cent of non-Aboriginal children.16
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The data available in The State of Western Australia’s Children and Young People
point to the need to do more to ensure high quality early childhood education and
care is accessible to all Western Australian children, and particularly to Aboriginal
children and children who are considered developmentally vulnerable.
The second report from the Wellbeing Monitoring Framework, Building Blocks, is a
resource of evidence-based programs that have been shown to – or have strong
potential to – improve the wellbeing of children and young people. Programs detailed
in the report are categorised under eight domains. Those programs described under
the education domain are likely to be of greatest relevance to this inquiry. I note that
the draft inquiry report refers to the positive long term outcomes provided by the
targeted interventions of the Abecedarian Project in the United States,17 and I draw
your attention to information in the report about the 3A Project (Abecedarian Approach
Australia)18 which is a Western Australian program based on the Abecedarian approach
and run by the Gumala Aboriginal Corporation in the Wakuthuni community in the
Pilbara.
2014 Thinker in Residence
I would also like to draw the Commission’s attention to the work of Dr Michael Ungar,
international expert in child resilience. Earlier this year Dr Ungar visited Perth as the
Commissioner for Children and Young People Western Australia’s 2014 Thinker in
Residence. During his two-week residency Dr Ungar worked with management and
staff from government and non-government organisations, and parents, offering new
perspectives on a community-wide approach to building resilience in children and
young people, particularly those who are vulnerable and have complex needs.19 His
work has direct relevance to this inquiry.
Dr Ungar uses the following definition of resilience:

In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the
capacity of individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social,
cultural, and physical resources that sustain their wellbeing, and their capacity
individually and collectively to negotiate for these resources to be provided in
culturally meaningful ways20.

Echoing finding 8.1 from the draft inquiry report, that funding has an important role to

play in improving accessibility to ECEC for children with additional needs, or who live in
locations without access to ECEC21, Dr Ungar believes that services can jumpstart
processes that strengthen children’s resilience22.
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In his summary report of his visit to Western Australia, Dr Ungar identified a number of
strategies that could help strengthen children’s resilience. Those of particular relevance
to this inquiry include:
•

accessible, subsidised quality childcare for vulnerable children

•

culturally appropriate spaces in schools and other public institutions

•

coordinating in-home and community based treatment teams that provide
contextually specific and culturally appropriate interventions

•

the creation of new models of coordinated service that are appropriate for
frontline professionals to use in their everyday work

•

evaluation of new and innovative services

•

tracking children’s patterns of service use and identification of gaps in service23.

It is pleasing that some of these strategies are already reflected in the draft inquiry
report; however, greater emphasis on ensuring culturally-appropriate service delivery,
coordinating and integrating services, and ensuring the quality of services remains at
the forefront of decision making, would be warranted.
A copy of Dr Ungar’s report is available on my website ccyp.wa.gov.au
Integrated services
I welcome the Commission’s consideration of integrating services as a strategy for
improving accessibility.24 There is increasing recognition of the need for greater
coordination and the potential benefits in integration of services for vulnerable children
and young people and their families.25 26 The Centre for Community Child Health at the
Royal Children’s Hospital Melbourne highlights the importance of integrated early
childhood education and care services as ‘an integral part of a wider service system
that is capable of addressing the additional needs and challenges that young children
and their families face’27.
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As noted in my office’s Early Childhood Issues Paper, universal early childhood services
and programs should be accessible by all young children and their families. 28 A model
which integrates additional services for those with specific needs or who experience
barriers to accessing universal services would lead to:
•

less fragmented services

•

improved access to services

•

more effective identification and referral for those with additional needs

•

a better response to emerging needs and problems

•

a greater focus on prevention and early intervention.

Access to early childhood education and care
This inquiry presents an important opportunity to develop a more coordinated
approach to public funding of early childhood education and care and to simplify the
current system which can be extremely complex for parents to negotiate. Consultations
my office has conducted across Western Australia demonstrate that the availability and
affordability of childcare has a substantial impact on families. The draft inquiry finding
that the design of current funding measures results in a declining proportion of
assistance to lower income families who are least able to afford these services is
extremely concerning and this is an area which should be addressed as a priority.29
High quality childcare can be particularly beneficial for children from less advantaged
backgrounds who tend to lag behind throughout their education, and can play a key
role in narrowing the gap that exists between advantaged and disadvantaged children
upon school entry.30 31 Unfortunately high quality childcare is often not easily
accessible to children from low-income families. Recent research shows that lower
income areas tend to have poorer quality early childhood education and care than
more advantaged neighbourhoods, and that disadvantaged families are more likely to
face barriers accessing and remaining engaged with early childhood education and
care services.32 This needs to change if we are to fully realise the potential of all our
young people and to close the gap that exists between children and young people from
advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds.
The proposal to simplify the currently complex early childhood education and care
subsidy arrangements to make it easier for families, particularly more disadvantaged
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and vulnerable families, to access is welcome.33 However, it is important that the
benefits of access to childcare for disadvantaged and vulnerable families be
acknowledged as an issue separate from workforce participation. Any proposals to
tighten eligibility requirements (for example, activity tests) must take into account the
benefits that children from disadvantaged and vulnerable families receive from access
to high quality childcare. I reiterate comments made in a joint submission on the
National Quality Framework for Early childhood Education and Care by Australian
Commissioners with responsibility for children and young people:

The provision of care and support services for children whose parents are
not in the workforce should also be an important consideration, particularly
where children and families are subject to disadvantage. High quality
childcare and an evidence based learning framework can enable positive
life outcomes for these children. 34
While I note the proposal to explicitly exempt some families from the activity test, I am
concerned that this will not go far enough to facilitating access for all vulnerable
children and those who would greatly benefit from access to high quality childcare.
Children with additional needs
I support the Productivity Commission’s recognition of the need to support access of
children with additional needs. Requirements should be structured to ensure ease of
entry for all children that require this support and allocated funds should be sufficient
to meet need. I believe it is important to have a system which is flexible enough to
meet the specialised needs of a wide range of children. A specific example of an area
of significant unmet need in WA is young children with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder
(FASD).
Despite recognition that specialist help and early intervention can result in more
positive outcomes for children with FASD, there are significant barriers to them
obtaining this help. Children with FASD face obstacles obtaining a diagnosis and
receiving the help and support they need. Obstacles include limited diagnostic services
and failure to include FASD within disability funding eligibility criteria to enable
specialist interventions and supports. FASD is one example of an area in which better
outcomes for children with additional needs could be realised by the provision of
support for access to high quality early childhood education and care, and greater
integration of health and other specialist support services.35
Grandparents raising grandchildren
I would also like to make a brief comment about grandparents who take primary
responsibility for raising their grandchildren. The number of children and young people
who are unable to live with their parents, mostly due to child abuse and neglect, and
have been formally placed in out-of-home care has almost doubled in Australia since
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2003.36 The majority of these children and young people are living in relative or kinship
care, primarily with grandparents37 and this is the fastest growing form of out-of-home
care across Australia38. Among the range of challenges grandparent carers face are
financial challenges, including accessing sufficient income to support the children in
their care. Research has found that grandparent carers are financially disadvantaged
compared to other families with children.39 From my submission to the current
Commonwealth Senate Inquiry into this topic, I believe it is incumbent on government
to ensure that grandparent carers receive the support and resources they need to
adequately provide for the children and young people in their care.40 Many
grandparents who care for their grandchildren need practical assistance such as
financial support, access to health care and education. It is my view that any changes
proposed by the early childhood education and care inquiry must not disadvantage low
income grandcarers, either financially or with regard to service access.
Early childhood education and care workforce
Healthy development of children is underpinned by secure attachment and loving and
responsive relationships with parents and other caregivers,41 42 43 and similarly by
nurturing and stimulating language and learning environments.44 Aside from parents
and family, childcare workers are some of the first adults to have sustained contact
with a child. This puts them in a unique position to observe the development of
children under their care, and gives them the capacity to identify any particular
developmental needs or areas of concern. The best interests of the child are served
when these workers have the knowledge and training to recognise the needs of
children in their care and to be able to access or refer the child to specialised services
or supports before these issues become chronic or entrenched. Recent improvements
in early childhood education and care standards and staff qualification requirements
associated with the National Quality Framework are welcomed and we should be
aiming to further build upon these gains.
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I also note the Commission’s finding that wages are relatively low and job satisfaction

is mixed across the sector with widespread concerns from within the sector that ECEC
workers are undervalued and under paid.45 This is not a new issue and my points here

reflect those my office made in 2011 in a submission to the Productivity Commission’s
Early Childhood Development Workforce Issues Paper which remain pertinent to the
current inquiry.

Despite their important role in supporting the early development of children, in
particular in terms of social development and foundations for learning, the early
childhood education and care workforce continues to be undervalued in terms of
remuneration and to an extent in the way that childcare work is perceived in the
general community. International research has also noted the effects of low pay on the
relative quality and stability of the workforce.46 If staff feel valued and are adequately
rewarded, they are more likely to stay in the sector. Significant challenges remain in
this regard, particularly in rural and remote communities where the attraction and
retention of qualified staff continues to be impacted by a number of issues including
lack of affordable housing and extremely high costs of living. There are particular
difficulties in areas such as the north-west of Western Australia. Further challenges to
the delivery of quality care are also presented by the continuing significant shortfalls in
the number of qualified Aboriginal people in the sector, as well as workers who have
the skills to ensure the needs of Aboriginal children and children from culturally and
linguistically diverse families are met.
I note that the Commission has proposed viability assistance to support the provision
of childcare in rural and remote areas.47 This is important given the challenges faced
by providers in these areas, including higher costs, fluctuating need and higher
proportions of children who are developmentally vulnerable in some geographical areas.
Viability assistance must be sufficient to realistically meet need and address the higher
costs and other challenges associated with delivery of services in regional, rural and
remote areas. Government has an important role to play in ensuring high quality
services are available in vulnerable and disadvantaged communities and that these
services are sustainable.
Consulting children
As noted earlier, the Commissioner for Children and Young People Western Australia
must ensure that the views of children and young people on all matters affecting them
are given serious consideration and taken into account.48 Children and young people
have a unique and important view point that is invaluable in understanding their issues
and developing solutions to challenges. Even very young children can provide
important feedback on their experiences and desires. I recommend that children be
involved in the review of early childhood education and care services. When given the
opportunity, children share their ideas on what makes a good early childhood
education and care service, what is most important to them and give feedback on their
general experience. My office has published a range of resources including guidelines
and toolkits to help inform and encourage the participation of children and young
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people in decisions that affect them. These resources are available from my website.49
The Commissioner for Children Tasmania has also produced a guide to involving
children in decision making which may be useful to the inquiry. 50
Thank you again for the opportunity to comment on the draft inquiry report. I would
be pleased to contribute to any further consultations that are conducted as part of the
Productivity Commission’s work in this area.
Yours sincerely

JENNI PERKINS
A/Commissioner for Children and Young People WA
26 August 2014
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