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Early childhood education and care sector in New South Wales

We welcome this timely inquiry into the state of early childhood education and care (ECEC) in New
South Wales. In responding to the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry, our submission makes two
key contributions:

(I) Place-Based Approach: we urge the Committee to adopt a place-based approach that
considers community priorities and spatially targeted childcare needs across New South
Wales. In particular, we highlight the unique and often under-recognised challenges faced
by families in Western Sydney, one of the state’s most populous and structurally
marginalised regions. Issues of ECEC quality, accessibility, and cultural safety are
experienced differently across the state, and policy must respond accordingly;

(II) Childcare Stress Project: we introduce our Childcare Stress Project and the place-based
childcare stress measurement tool we are developing, directly relevant to several Terms of
Reference of this inquiry. Our project will identify the drivers of childcare stress, as well as
the protective factors. The first step in this project is the conduct of a multilingual survey of
parents and carers in Western Sydney. Our submission draws on this project to highlight
the gaps, pressures, and lived experiences shaping access to and experience of ECEC
services in Western Sydney, and gives an indication of the types of data we are collecting
and analysing.

The Childcare Stress Project

The Childcare Stress Project is led by an interdisciplinary research team from three universities—
Western Sydney University (WSU), University of New South Wales (UNSW), and Monash
University—and is funded by the Australian Public Policy Institute (formerly known as the James
Martin Institute or JMI): https://appi.org.au/challenge-grant/developing-a-place-based-childcare-

stress-index/

The Place-Based Childcare Stress Index is a research tool we are developing to equip
policymakers with an equity-oriented lens to identify and respond to acute childcare stress.



Grounded in the lived realities of diverse families from diverse places, the Index reveals how
differences in structural and place-based barriers shape access to early childhood education and
care. It draws upon community-informed definitions of what constitutes childcare stress. The aim
of the index is to support equitable, quality resource allocation, targeted investment, and policy
reform that addresses the complex factors driving intergenerational inequities.

Our upcoming Childcare Stress Survey will be distributed in English, Arabic, Mandarin, and
Vietnamese (the most spoken languages of Western Sydney), reaching 500 parents and carers
across Western Sydney. Community and local government partners will support parents and
carers who speak other languages such as Dari or Pashto, to also participate in the survey. The
survey is designed to produce granular, place-sensitive data on issues of childcare access,
affordability, quality, and impact. We encourage the Committee to consider our forthcoming
findings in the context of this inquiry.

Terms of Reference

In the section below, we address those terms of the inquiry which pertain directly to our
forthcoming survey data to highlight key issues and outline the data we will collect and analyse to
provide insights into this issue within the context of Western Sydney.

(a) the safety, health and wellbeing of children in ECEC services

Western Sydney has been the site of several recent and disturbing cases of abuse and neglect
within the ECEC sector. These incidents compromise the safety, health and wellbeing of children
and significantly undermine public trust. Families, especially low-income, precariously employed,
and single-parent households, and parents of children with disabilities and specific learning needs,
face stark choices between persisting with inadequate care or withdrawing from paid work to
provide care themselves. In many cases, families have no choice but to use childcare services that
they do not trust to adequately care for their children.

Health and wellbeing must be understood holistically, encompassing cultural safety, cultural
wellbeing, and the everyday stresses families face navigating the system. Many Western Sydney
parents work irregular or shift-based jobs (e.g. in healthcare, retail, logistics) with schedules poorly
matched to the limited hours of the standard ECEC offering.

The data we will analyse from existing sources and collect via our survey will consider:

e Experiences of finding suitable ECEC services in their area, including what happens when
ECEC services are not appropriate for their family’s and child’s needs

e Their children’s disabilities, developmental concerns, and health conditions

e Pregnancy and birth complications

e Access to child health professionals and allied services

e Parental ratings of ECEC environment and child safety



e Household access to green/play spaces and secure housing
e Parent-reported stress and its impact on children’s and parents’ wellbeing

(b) the quality of ECEC services and the educational and developmental outcomes
for children attending ECEC services

Families in Western Sydney, especially those from First Nations, newly arrived, or culturally and
linguistically diverse communities, as well as those with disabilities and learning needs, and those
who are geographically marginalised or lacking access to adequate transport, face significant
barriers to accessing quality ECEC. These barriers include lack of accessible information,
administrative complexity and persistence required in securing a place, language barriers and the
effects of insecure work or housing, and irregular, inflexible working hours.

Place-based inequities in access to high-quality ECEC services reinforce long-term disparities in
education, employment, and income. A universal and accountable ECEC system would help lift
quality standards and equity across regions like Western Sydney.

Our survey will ask Western Sydney parents and carers about the following, and reflect this in the
development of our index:

e Parentalratings of overall ECEC quality, including curriculum, relationships, and
governance

e Cultural appropriateness and cultural safety of services

e Parental attempts to change providers due to quality concerns

e Perceptions around the level of choice available to parents

o Needs and preferences for other forms of non-parental care and support

(c) the safety, pay and conditions of workers within the ECEC sector

Early childhood educators in the ECEC sector (many of whom are women, migrants, and people of
colour) continue to experience low pay, poor career progression, and burnout. It is well
documented that the sector is struggling with inadequate staffing levels, with both recruitment and
retention proving a challenge. Western Sydney families benefit from providers that reflect their
cultural and linguistic backgrounds, as well as benefitting from consistency and longevity in staff-
child relationships. Early childhood education is a profession that must be appropriately valued
and compensated, with opportunities for professional development and career progression.

Poor work and pay conditions for early childhood educators are also a quality issue for children and
their parents and carers. High staff turnover undermines relationship-building and community
trust, and critically — the experiences of children in ECEC settings.

The data we will analyse from existing sources and collect via our survey will consider:



e Type of provider (for-profit, not-for-profit, government/community)

e Parental ratings of staffing and perceptions of adequacy

e Open-ended feedback that may reveal concerns about staff quality, turnover, or cultural
safety

e Composition and staff turnover of the ECEC sector workforce.

(d) the effectiveness of the regulatory framework for the ECEC sector as applied in
New South Wales and

The survey will be used to identify the drivers of childcare success and the development of a place-
based childcare stress index. The index can be used to highlight disparities between the supply and
demand for ECEC in different locations as well as labour force gaps.

The index will be an invaluable tool for understanding the inequities in the delivery of ECEC and
highlight the effectiveness of the regulatory framework. For example, if the index suggests that
there are high levels of childcare stress in particular locations, regulators may introduce new
standards to improve accessibility, affordability, flexibility, staff to child ratios, and quality of care.
Governments and organisations may use the index to prioritise funding for under-resourced areas,
ensuring better support for families and childcare providers.

(e) the effectiveness of the NSW ECEC Regulatory Authority

Our projectis focused on parental experience of childcare stress and does not engage with the
effectiveness of the ECEC Regulatory Authority.

(f) collection, evaluation and publication of reliable data in relation to ECEC
services and level of public knowledge and access to information about each
ECEC service

Our research directly responds to this Term of Reference by generating new, place-based,
multilingual data on experiences of childcare access, affordability, quality and stress. Reliable
data must reflect the diverse realities of families across NSW, particularly in areas like Western
Sydney, where there are many communities (particularly those who have lower levels of English
language fluency) who are not often consulted or heard from.

The data we will analyse from existing sources and collect via our survey will consider:

e Detailed demographic profiling of families (postcode, ethnicity, religion, language)

e Accessibility, affordability, satisfaction, and unmet needs

e Barriers to access: waitlists, refusals, application difficulty, transport, financial stress and
housing insecurity, ineligibility for Child Care Subsidy and other forms of income support

e Sources of childcare information and how easily they are used



(g) availability and affordability of quality training institutions for ECEC
qualifications

Training and education access in Western Sydney is shaped by transport, cost, and the availability
of childcare for those undertaking ECEC qualifications. These structural barriers affect both the
quality and diversity of the workforce. However, our survey does not cover issues of training and
education for ECEC workers.

(h) composition of the ECEC sector and impact of government funding

Western Sydney suffers from geographic disadvantage in a predominantly privatised ECEC system.
Providers are concentrated in wealthier areas, leaving low-fee, high-need suburbs under-serviced.
Even when quality issues arise, many families have no alternative options. Government funding
and provision must be strategically directed to redress this place-based market failure.

The data we will analyse from existing sources and collect via our survey will consider:

e Types of childcare used: centre-based, family day care, OSHC, informal care
e Provider categorisation (for-profit, not-for-profit, public)

e Accessto subsidies (CCS, NDIS), reasons for ineligibility

e Out-of-pocket costs and affordability ratings

e Household income levels and financial pressures

e Accessibility to ECEC facilities

The survey will be used to identify the drivers of childcare stress amongst users, which will form the
basis for the development of a place-based childcare index. Data expected to be analysed for the
development of the index includes data from the Australian Children’s Education & Care Quality
Authority (ACECQA) for supply (quality and accessibility), ABS data for demand drivers, and the
ABS Labour Force Survey for workforce gaps.

(i) experiences of children with a disability, their parents and carers in ECEC
services

In Western Sydney, there is limited access to specialist services in the ECEC sector. This affects
the quality of care for children with disabilities and places extra stress on families who must
navigate a fragmented and under-resourced system.

The data we will analyse from existing sources and collect via our survey will consider:

e Identification of child disability, developmental concerns, or health conditions
e Allied health services involved with the child
e Whether ECEC is tailored or accommodates the child’s needs

e Parent satisfaction and experiences with service appropriateness



e NDIS access and relevance to ECEC costs

Further information

We submit this response to the Committee on behalf of the members of the Childcare Stress
Project and would be pleased to provide further oral evidence, respond to any queries, or share our

research findings as required.

Research team of the Childcare Stress Project: Dr Angela Smith (UNSW); Dr Jenna Condie,
Professor Kate Huppatz, Professor Neil Perry, Dr Teddy Nagaddya, Dr Rhonda Itaoui, Angelica
Ojinnaka-Psillakis (WSU); and A/Prof Sriram Shankar (Monash).



