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Summary

What we know
The early years are a critical period where the pathways to a child’s lifetime social, emotional and educational 
outcomes begin. Although early experiences do not determine children’s ongoing development, the patterns 
laid down early tend to be very persistent and some have lifelong consequences.

•	 Australian and international studies have shown that children’s literacy and numeracy skills at age 4–5 are a 
good predictor of academic achievement in primary school.

•	 Social gradients in language and literacy, communication and socioemotional functioning emerge early for 
children across socioeconomic backgrounds, and these differences persist into the school years.

•	 According to Australian Early Development Index (AEDI) data for 2009, the majority of Australian Indigenous 
children are developmentally on track on the AEDI domains, with the exception of the language and cognitive 
skills domain. 

•	 Indigenous children and economically disadvantaged families are less likely to attend an early childhood 
program than their non-Indigenous and more advantaged peers.

•	 Indigenous families want a culturally safe environment for their children in the years before school education 
and care programs.

What works

•	 Children at risk of poor developmental and educational outcomes benefit from attending high-quality 
education and care programs in the years before school.
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•	 Early learning programs that are supported by the community, provided by educators who are qualified,  
well-attended, well-resourced, and evidence-based are a key contributor to good early childhood outcomes.

•	 Helping families and communities to be supportive and effective in their roles in children’s lives is a key 
protective factor for the early years and a key component in the design and delivery of high-quality, effective 
early years programs.

•	 Uptake of early learning programs by Indigenous families is enhanced by community partnerships, culturally 
relevant practice that values local Indigenous knowledge, and appropriate teacher training and support.

What doesn’t work

•	 Children attending early learning programs of poor quality show poorer outcomes at school entry, particularly 
when poor quality programs are combined with long hours of attendance or poorer home learning 
environments.

•	 Service delivery approaches that are too narrowly targeted can miss many of the children and families who 
need support.

•	 Programs that lack stability and continuity of staffing, and/or do not integrate families’ access to programs, 
reduce the potential benefits for children.

•	 Early learning programs that do not reflect the culture and knowledge of the Indigenous community are not 
seen as culturally safe and tend not to be used by families in that community.

What we don’t know
•	 While there are some data available on enrolment, there are limited publicly available national data on the 

attendance rates of children in early learning programs in the years before entering formal schooling. Data on 
children in remote locations are particularly problematic.

•	 There have been no rigorous trials or evaluations of early childhood programs in Australia, particularly 
programs for Indigenous and at-risk children.

•	 There is no Australian research that has examined:

 – the relative benefits of targeted and universal programs for early learning

 – the long-term effects of attending an early learning program through a cost-benefit analysis.

•	 Due to the problematic definition and measurement of quality, there is little cohesive and definitive Australian 
or international research that has evaluated the components, characteristics and determinants of high-quality 
early learning programs for young children.

•	 There is limited Australian research on how to address the challenge of low use of early learning programs by 
Indigenous and disadvantaged families.

Introduction
The early years of life are the best opportunity to lay the foundations for a child’s future. By getting it right in 
early childhood, we plant the seeds for tomorrow’s engaged and active student, productive and skilled worker, 
and confident and loving parent (COAG 2009b). Investments of time and money in the early years have been 
shown to be far more cost-effective than investments made at any other time (Heckman & Masterov 2004; 
Keatsdale Pty Ltd 2003).
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The skills children develop as infants, toddlers and preschoolers are cumulative and form the basis for later skill 
development (Cunha et al. 2006). Early learning contributes to a chain of effects that either reinforces initial 
achievements or exacerbates initial difficulties (Stipek 2005). As a result, children enter school with marked 
differences in the cognitive, emotional, attention-related, self-regulatory, learning and social skills needed for 
success in the school environment (Murray & Harrison 2011; Raver & Knitzer 2002), and these differences are 
predictive of later academic success (Bowes et al. 2009; Claessens 2009; Duncan et al. 2007; Stipek 2001).

Progress during the school years depends partly on early levels of functioning and partly on family 
socioeconomic status. Throughout the early years, socioeconomic disadvantage is associated with poorer 
outcomes in language and literacy, communication, socioemotional functioning and early learning skills 
(Edwards et al. 2009; Nicholson et al. 2012). Attending an early learning program in the years before school has 
been shown to have significant benefits for children’s development, particularly for children growing up in 
situations of socioeconomic disadvantage or special need (Bennett 2007; Boyd et al. 2005; Cunha & Heckman 
2006; Lally 2007; OECD 2006; The Future of Children 2005). However, many of these children miss out due to 
problems of access and uptake (Bowes et al. 2011) or cost and quality (Ryan 2011).

This resource sheet reviews international and Australian research evidence for the characteristics of early learning 
programs that are effective in promoting developmental and learning outcomes. The bulk of this research is  
not Indigenous-specific. The review focuses on centre-based or school-based education and care settings; 
universal and targeted approaches to program delivery; and Australian studies that address the needs of 
Indigenous children.

Early learning programs in Australia
Early learning programs encompass early childhood education and care programs for children aged from birth 
until they enter the first year of formal schooling. In Australia, this is usually at the age of 5. In general, early 
learning programs are formal, government-regulated, non-compulsory programs provided or supervised by an 
early childhood qualified educator in a location away from the child’s own home. Early learning programs are 
delivered by a range of government and non-government organisations through a variety of settings, including 
schools, dedicated community-based and privately owned centres, mobile or outreach programs held in  
shared or temporary premises, and family or home care settings. 

The programs aim to promote children’s early development and enhance their long-term educational outcomes 
by addressing key areas that make long-term contributions to learning, development and wellbeing. They also 
aim to support parents in their role as a child’s first teacher.

In Australia, early learning programs are informed by a pedagogical framework, Belonging, Being and Becoming: 
the Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (COAG 2009a). This framework focuses on broad determinants 
of learning, such as equity and respect for diversity, responsiveness to children, intentional teaching, secure 
relationships, and the physical and spatial characteristics of the environment.

Australian families’ use of early learning programs

Attending early learning programs has been shown to have a beneficial effect on children’s development in 
the long term; however, surveys of utilisation rates have consistently shown that many Australian children miss 
out. Enrolments in an early learning program for the year before school range from more than 95% in Victoria, 
Western Australia and Tasmania, to 81% in New South Wales, and 32% in Queensland, based on 2009 data 
collected under the National Partnership Agreement on Early Childhood Education (DEEWR 2011a).

Low uptake of early learning programs by Indigenous families has been a particular concern (AIHW 2009; Perry 
et al. 2007). However, while previous research has noted decreases in enrolment and attendance (de Gioia et al. 
2004; NSW AECG & NSW DET 2004), more recent figures suggest a stabilising or increasing trend (DEEWR 2011b):
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•	 The National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training (DEST 2005) reported an increase 
in preschool enrolments of 22% from 2001 to 2003, but estimated that about half of eligible 4 year olds were 
missing out.

•	 The National Preschool Census data (DEEWR 2011b) for enrolments of Australian Indigenous 4 year old children 
show an increase from 66% in 2009 to 67% in 2010.

•	 Enrolment figures for Indigenous children are higher in Remote and Very remote areas (90% in 2010) compared 
with metropolitan (53%) and Regional areas (65%) (DEEWR 2011b). 

•	 Enrolment rates are considerably higher in services that are Indigenous-focussed compared with mainstream 
early childhood education and care services (Productivity Commission 2011); for example, the majority of 
children attending Multifunctional Aboriginal Children’s Services childcare centres are Indigenous (83% of 
1,278 children) (DEEWR 2008).

The low participation of Indigenous families in early learning programs is influenced by socioeconomic factors, 
history and cultural issues, staffing and program quality, and availability of services (DEEWR 2011a; D’Souza 1999; 
Productivity Commission 2011).

•	 Financial constraints relate to lack of transport and service cost, payment of fees, and meeting other costs such 
as food, appropriate clothing, and shoes (Bowes et al. 2011; Grace & Trudgett 2012).

•	 Historical factors and community divisions relate to a sense of mistrust of mainstream early childhood 
education programs and some targeted Indigenous programs (de Gioia et al. 2004; Grace & Trudgett 2012).

•	 A lack of cultural understanding and respect for culture on the part of non-Indigenous early childhood staff 
discourages participation (Bowes et al. 2011; Colbung et al. 2007; Sims 2011).

Early learning programs—effects on children’s learning and 
development
Key findings from a review of international and Australian research and program evaluations of early learning 
programs are outlined below:

•	 Exposure to an early learning program in the year before school entry has a positive effect on 
children’s school readiness (Sammons 2010; Sylva et al. 2010; Wong et al. 2008). In Australia, results from 
the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) have shown that children who attended preschool have 
higher receptive vocabulary scores than children in exclusive parental care or attending informal care settings 
or long day care centres (Harrison et al. 2009).

•	 There are few differences in school readiness achievement (that is, pre-reading and early number 
concepts) for part-time compared with full-time preschool attendance (Sammons 2010; Sylva et al. 
2010) or for full-day compared with half-day programs (Aos et al. 2007). LSAC children’s early literacy and 
numeracy scores did not differ by weekly hours of childcare, preschool or school (Harrison et al. 2009).

•	 Sustained and regular preschool or formal childcare (that is, the more months a child attends) provides 
greater benefits for children’s learning (Sammons 2010). Every month of preschool attendance after age 
2 is linked to better intellectual development, improved independence and improved concentration and 
sociability in the first years of school (Sylva et al. 2004). Earlier entry to formal child care (Hansen et al. 2010; 
NICHD ECCRN 2005) or Early Head Start for children at risk (Burchinal et al. 2009; US DHSS 2010) benefits 
children’s cognitive and language/linguistic achievements.

•	 Longer hours of childcare per week may have risks for children’s social/behavioural development, 
language competence and school learning. Results from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 
indicated that behaviour problems in children aged 2–3 were higher for those receiving 30 or more hours of 
non-parental childcare per week (Harrison 2008). At age 4–5, 30 or more hours of non-parental care per week 



5

Early learning programs that promote children’s developmental and educational outcomes

was associated with lower language skills regardless of the type of early learning program attended (Harrison 
et al. 2009). In the United States, findings reported by the NICHD ECCRN (2005), Belsky and colleagues (2007), 
and Vandell and colleagues (2010) show long-term effects of more hours of childcare on increased problem 
behaviour. Research from Canada, Australia, Israel and the United States has shown that negative effects are 
exacerbated in situations of poorer quality programs (Lefebvre et al. 2011; Love et al. 2003) and larger numbers 
of peers (Harrison, 2008; McCartney et al. 2010).

•	 Higher quality programs provide greater benefits for children’s social, emotional, and learning 
outcomes, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Studies from the United States, 
the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland have reported that children who attended early learning programs 
that were rated by trained observers as high quality achieved better cognitive and social/behavioural 
outcomes at school entry (Melhuish 2004a,b; NICHD ECCRN 2005; Sammons 2010; Sylva et al. 2004). Additional 
evidence showed lasting benefits into the primary school years (Dearing et al. 2009; Sammons 2010; Vandell 
et al. 2010). These benefits are most evident for children at greater risk of poorer outcomes due to low family 
income (Dearing et al. 2009), low parental education levels (Watamura et al. 2011), or special education needs 
(Sammons 2010). ‘Larger benefits accrue when quality is in the good to high range‘ (Burchinal et al. 2009:3).

 Universal and targeted early learning programs

This section presents key findings from a review of international research and evaluations of three broad 
approaches to the provision of early learning programs: universal services that are offered to all children and 
all populations; targeted services intended to provide intervention for identified at-risk groups; and targeted 
universal services that are offered to all children in a defined community. 

•	 Universal programs support children’s early learning; potentially conferring a level of benefit to all 
children and all populations (CCCH 2006). Universally available programs are less likely to attract the labels 
or stigma that targeted programs can be subject to and are more likely to be accepted, accessed by,  
and benefit those most at risk (Barnett et al. 2004; Karoly & Bigelow 2005; Melhuish 2004a; see also  
Grace & Trudgett 2012).

Universally available pre-kindergarten programs delivered by degree-qualified teachers have a positive effect 
on all areas of children’s development; gains are most evident for the most disadvantaged children  
(Gormley & Phillips 2005).

•	 Targeted programs for early learning can support at-risk groups and prevent later problems  
(CCCH 2006; Shonkoff & Phillips 2000; Williams et al. 2005). This approach can enable particular aspects of 
universal services to be delivered more intensively to low-income families, high-risk populations, and in 
disadvantaged geographic areas.

Targeted programs for preschoolers (age 3–5) show short-term and long-term benefits for all children, but 
have limited capacity to overcome inequalities for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Burger 2010).

Targeted programs for preschoolers associated with parental support and engagement show both short-term 
and long-term benefits (Wise et al. 2005), with particular benefit for more disadvantaged families  
(Reynolds et al. 2011). There are similar benefits for these types of programs for younger children (aged 0–3) 
with additional positive effects on parenting practice (DiLauro 2009; US DHSS 2010).

There have been some promising results from programs targeting social and emotional development and 
secure attachment in centres with at-risk populations in Australia. This required significant training and 
support for staff to change practice (Aylward et al. 2010; Valentine et al. 2009).
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•	 Targeted-universal programs have shown positive outcomes for children in local communities. Canada 
(Understanding the Early Years; HRSDC 2011) and the United Kingdom (Sure Start) have invested heavily 
in place-based approaches to improving early childhood development by providing universal access to 
education and social services for families and children within targeted communities.

Short-term (Willms & RA Malatest and Associates 2010) and longitudinal (Peters et al. 2010) evaluations of 
Canadian programs have demonstrated the effectiveness of this approach.

Similarly, early results from Sure Start areas show some promise, particularly when programs are of higher 
quality (Melhuish et al. 2010) or achieve high fidelity; that is, when evidence-based intervention programs are 
implemented in the way they were designed (Hutchings et al. 2007).

•	 ‘Proportionate universalism’ provides a means of delivering targeted services from a universal base 
to best close the outcome gap. Marmot’s (2010) review of inequality in the United Kingdom highlights the 
importance of this concept, which suggests that for some children a different ‘dose‘ or ’intensity’ of a universal 
program is required, although the children still fundamentally receive a version of the universal program. This 
approach enables much broader targeting that avoids the usual problem of programs being too targeted  
and missing most of the population who could really benefit.

Characteristics of effective early learning programs
This section presents key findings from a review of international and Australian research and evaluations of 
effective early learning programs.

•	 Achieving quality early learning programs requires an integration of care and education. Until recently, 
child care services and education provisions in Australia have been separated through their different histories, 
traditions and policies. Contemporary knowledge recognises the early years as an important foundation 
period in children’s learning and development, requiring an interweaving of education and care in all early 
childhood services (CCCH 2007; OECD 2006; Press 2007; Wilks et al. 2008).

•	 Early learning programs that are effective in promoting children’s developmental outcomes are 
underpinned by regulatory standards and systems for quality assurance. The structural components 
of quality that can be governed by external regulations include: education level and specialisation of staff; 
ratio of staff to children; the number of children in a class or group; physical space; equipment and resources 
for education and care; standards for staff-child interaction; programming for children’s learning; health 
and safety; and staff working conditions, including professional development and support. These structural 
features, along with professional standards and registration for teachers, provide the underlying conditions 
to support quality assurance processes essential to the achievement of high quality early childhood programs 
(Ackerman & Sansanelli 2010; Cleveland et al.2006; Elliot 2007).

•	 Early childhood educators are more effective in promoting children’s learning and development when 
overall service quality is higher. Higher levels of social competence and lower behavioural problems in  
pre-kindergarten classrooms are linked to more emotionally supportive teacher-child interactions in centres 
that achieve higher levels of quality (Burchinal et al. 2010).

•	 The quality of early learning programs is reflected in children’s day-to-day experiences and in the 
organisational features of the early childhood setting. Indicators of quality include caregiving behaviour, 
interactions between staff and children and between children and their peers, learning activities and 
opportunities, and organisational systems that affect job satisfaction and staff stability (NCAC 2001; Sylva et 
al. 2010). Sensitive, warm and responsive caregiving is more likely when infants and toddlers are cared for in 
smaller groups with high staff-to-child ratios (Harrison 2008; NICHD ECCRN 2005) and in centres with higher 
perceived organisational health (Gerber et al. 2007).
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•	 Early childhood educators who are qualified, well-resourced and supported are critical to program 
success. The general educational levels of staff and their specific preparation in early childhood education 
predict the richness of language and cognitive experiences, and the extent to which interactions with children 
are positive, responsive and sensitive (Whitebook et al. 1989). Greater staff training and higher levels of staff 
qualifications have a beneficial effect on children’s developmental outcomes, as illustrated by studies in the 
United Kingdom, United States, Sweden, Norway, Germany, Canada, Northern Ireland, New Zealand and 
Australia (Harrison et al. 2009; Klein & Knitzer 2007; Melhuish 2004a,b; Sylva et al. 2004). Effective programs 
are staffed by individuals who are not only trained, but are supported through effective organisational and 
management structures to offer responsive and high-quality services (CCCH 2007; Gerber et al. 2007).

•	 High-quality programs are informed by a pedagogical framework that guides educators’ curriculum 
planning and practice. Government documents for ensuring quality early learning programs, such as 
Australia’s Belonging, Being, Becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework, New Zealand’s Te Whariki, the United 
Kingdom’s Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Years, and Sweden’s Curriculum for the Preschool, exemplify 
an approach to curriculum that values and relies on educators’ professional knowledge and competence in 
interpreting principles and learning goals for the local context and children’s individual needs.

•	 Children benefit from effective teachers. Children’s cognitive and social development is directly affected 
by: the quality of teacher-child interactions; the construction of an enthusiastic, respectful atmosphere 
for learning; and effective teaching through individualised and small group experiences, teacher-directed 
activities, and explicit instruction (Burchinal at al. 2010; Camilli et al. 2010; Howes et al. 2006). United Kingdom 
research has linked children’s achievement with the amount of time teachers engage in ‘sustained shared 
thinking’; that is, supporting children’s learning through modelling and questioning to solve problems and 
clarify concepts (Sylva et al. 2004).

•	 Program quality is improved through professional development, training and coaching. An evaluation 
of 14 US programs providing specialist training for teachers in a specific curriculum identified improvements 
in classroom quality, teacher-child interaction and literacy/language instruction for 8 of these programs 
(Preschool Curriculum Evaluation Research Consortium 2008). Other studies have shown that curriculum 
programs were most effective when used in conjunction with web-based mentoring for teachers (Klein 
& Knitzer 2007) or on-site coaching (Raver et al. 2009) and professional development (Boller et al. 2010). 
For example, a teacher training package in Head Start centres, supported by coaching by a mental health 
consultant, resulted in higher positive classroom climate, teacher sensitivity and behaviour management 
(Raver et al. 2009). Site-specific coaching and professional development focusing on quality improvement 
using the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale has also demontrated benefits (Boller et al. 2010).

•	 Programs that support parents, families and communities are able to produce a wider range of effects. 
Early learning programs that provide parents with support and information help families to provide better 
home learning environments and increase children’s achievement and social and behavioural development 
(Sylva et al. 2004). Effective programs take account of the different resources, education and confidence of 
families; establish parents’ perceptions and experiences; are responsive and capable of being tailored to reflect 
different families’ capabilities, needs and circumstances; offer family-centred practice and work together with 
families to identify goals and priorities; build partnerships with communities as well as families; and work 
to empower the families and communities in which they are offered, providing people with the tools and 
support to help themselves (Moore & Larkin 2005; Simeonsson 2000; Weissbourd 2000).

Characteristics of effective early learning programs for Indigenous children

This section presents key findings from Australian research into the provision of early learning programs for 
Indigenous children, families and communities. These also align with the key areas of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy (DEEWR 2011a):
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•	 Effective services for Indigenous families provide a culturally safe environment. Kutenda (1995, cited in 
de Gioia et al. 2004) states that centres that provide a ‘culturally safe’ environment, supportive of Aboriginal 
identity and focusing on the unique skills of the Aboriginal community, are more likely to attract and maintain 
participation of Indigenous families. Concern about cultural safety contributes to a feeling among many 
Indigenous families that their child is better off staying at home in the years before they start school  
(Bowes et al. 2011). Families are more likely to enrol their child when an Indigenous staff member works at the 
centre or school (Biddle 2007; Dockett et al. 2010), especially when they hold local knowledge (NSW AECG & 
NSW DET 2004). 

Other features of culturally safe early childhood environments reflected in conversations with Indigenous 
families (Bowes et al. 2011:vii) and Indigenous early childhood workers (Grace & Trudgett 2012) were:

 – welcoming human and physical environments, and active efforts to build trust and positive relationships 
with families

 – non-Indigenous staff who were educated about cultural knowledge and were developing cultural 
competence in working with Indigenous children, families and communities

 – programs that welcomed families and community at any time

 – teachers who used Indigenous ways of knowing and learning to influence their approach to teaching and 
learning with all children

 – Aboriginal language and culture in the curriculum (with content based on advice from the local community)

 – mechanisms for two-way communication with families.

•	 Community partnerships are essential for sustainable and effective early learning programs. 
Indigenous leadership and community input are key strategies for developing culturally relevant practice in 
early childhood programs. Indigenous families want services that enable their children to become and remain 
competent members of their own culture (Colbung et al. 2007). Positioning families as ‘partners in change 
add[s] opportunities for connection, engagement and capacity building’ (Bowes et al. 2011:128) and ensures 
that families receive the quality of education they want for their children. 

In the Northern Territory, Silburn and colleagues (2011) found that working directly with children and parents 
was effective in improving engagement with children and fostering parenting skills and confidence. The 
same study noted that outcomes were better when the provided services were well-coordinated with the 
community and provided good continuity of care for children and their parents or caregivers. Silburn and 
colleagues (2011) added that there was great benefit in structuring programs around key transition points, 
such as those between pregnancy and birth, and home and early childhood education and care. This allows 
the program to capitalise on the increased receptiveness to support and information that occurs at times 
when parents and caregivers are facing new challenges.

•	 Workforce quality, training and support for Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff are essential to 
achieving good outcomes (Silburn et al. 2011). Meeting requirements for quality in Indigenous early learning 
programs is made difficult by the shortage of qualified Indigenous educators and difficulty in accessing 
training for workers from the local community (Targowska, Saggers & Frances 2010). Most Indigenous children 
are taught by non-Indigenous educators, who need specialist training in cultural awareness and knowledge 
of Aboriginal ways of being and relating to others (Kitson & Bowes 2010). Indigenous workers require more 
training in how to assist families with complex health, family, and service needs (Grace & Trudgett 2012).
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Where are the data and research gaps?

Data gaps

A comprehensive approach to monitoring quality and children’s learning and development in early learning 
programs relies on the important role of data. This includes:

•	 practice and program level process data for the purposes of continuous quality improvement and external 
benchmarking

•	 population service utilisation data—especially important for universal services—to ensure that no population 
is missing out

•	 population outcome data to establish whether outcomes for children are improving over time.

With the advent of better IT platforms and the possibility of data linkage in most states and territories, it is 
likely that in the next 10 years there will be a more integrated approach to data collection and utilisation. 
Administrative data will be an important multi-use source. To date, there has been a far more fragmented 
approach to data across Australia, although there are some elements of data availability that are currently strong 
or under development:

•	 The Australian Early Development Index was completed in 2009 and provided population data on early 
childhood development for all children starting school in 2009. It will be repeated for all children starting 
school in 2012.

•	 To date, preschool enrolments and only some attendance data have been available for states and territories 
through the annual National Preschool Census.

•	 The Australian Bureau of Statistics is working collaboratively with the states and territories and the Australian 
Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations to establish a National Early 
Childhood Education and Care Collection.

•	 Preschool attendance at the age of 3 and 4 is a National Headline Indicator for children’s health and wellbeing. 
Alongside the Headline Indicators, further work is being undertaken to develop a national reporting 
framework for early childhood development to support the COAG Early Childhood Development Strategy. 

Research opportunities and gaps

Many of the research gaps have been identified in previous Closing the Gap issues and resource papers 
(Dockett et al. 2010; Sims 2011) and recent Australian Government reports (Harrison et al. 2011). The key areas are 
summarised here:

•	 The role of early learning programs in children’s developmental pathways: longitudinal and cohort 
studies. A number of longitudinal studies in Australia will ensure that the differential impact of various 
models and approaches to early learning programs will be studied. The more in-depth focus of the E4Kids 
study (www.e4kids.org.au) on early learning programs for preschool-aged children in Australia is likely to shed 
light on the aspects that most benefit or harm children’s developmental pathways. Similarly, Footprints in 
Time (Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children) will enable the exploration of the ways in which Indigenous 
culture intersects with community-based early learning programs and children’s developmental pathways.

•	 Early learning programs, especially targeted programs for at-risk communities, which are adequately 
trialled in the Australian context; and shown to be both effective and beneficial for Indigenous 
children. Much of what is known about the effectiveness of early learning programs has been taken from 
United States and United Kingdom studies where the policies and social contexts are different from Australia’s. 
The evaluations of Australian early learning programs have generally been small formative evaluations with 
a focus on qualitative research. Although still important, the lack of definitive rigorous trials of more intense 
early learning programs is a significant gap. Recent policy initiatives such as the National Quality Framework, 
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the Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters (HIPPY) Program, Communities for Children 
program and the Aboriginal Children and Family Centres provide examples of platforms where opportunities 
for more rigorous controlled research trials might be applied. Australian studies to determine the most 
effective models within the Australian context, in particular the Indigenous context, is an area of acute need.

•	 Designing and implementing early learning programs for Indigenous children requires a process that 
goes beyond simply taking into account what has worked elsewhere. The process of implementation will 
need to consider all of the aspects that make Indigenous children, families and communities unique. It will 
need to address training and support for Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff; the quality of the program 
and curriculum; and how to support, work with, and be sensitive and respectful to parents, families and 
communities.

•	 Research to demonstrate how best to transfer effective programs across diverse geography and 
populations. Even with the best randomised control trials there will be the need to have ongoing formative 
evaluations and qualitative research. This will help ensure that effective programs can be successfully 
transferred to different settings and cultural contexts in Australia.

A well-balanced research agenda and strong links between policy and research are essential to ensure that real 
differences are made to the lives and developmental outcomes of Indigenous children.

Conclusions
•	 Early childhood is a critical time for positively and effectively influencing children’s developmental and 

learning pathways.

•	 There is Australian and international evidence that developmental and educational gaps related to social 
disadvantage emerge early in a child’s life and remain and increase over children’s schooling lives.

•	 Indigenous children start school with relatively higher levels of developmental disadvantage, particularly 
related to literacy and numeracy skills. The educational gap widens over time.

•	 Indigenous children start school with relative social and emotional developmental strengths.

•	 Early learning programs that are underpinned by regulatory standards and systems for quality assurance are 
characterised by higher levels of quality and are effective in promoting positive developmental outcomes  
for children.

•	 The provision of high quality early learning programs is seen in children’s day-to-day experiences that reflect 
evidence-based curriculum frameworks and are supported by effective management of early childhood 
education and care services.

•	 International research evidence suggests that greater duration in high-quality early learning programs, taught 
by qualified, well-resourced and effective educators, is particularly beneficial for addressing the educational 
outcome gap for disadvantaged children.

•	 In general, Indigenous children have lower utilisation of early learning programs, although the available 
national-level data are difficult to interpret and there is variability across geography.

•	 Uptake of early childhood education programs by Indigenous families is enhanced when services are 
developed in partnership with local communities, are welcoming and respectful of families, and value the 
strengths of Indigenous children.

•	 Although a more targeted and intensive response may be required to improve early learning in at-risk 
populations, in Australia this is best undertaken through universal platforms to ensure adequate  
population uptake.

•	 There have not yet been any rigorous trials of targeted early learning programs in Australia, particularly for 
Indigenous children.
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