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Abstract 
Early childhood education and care (ECEC) – as with education more generally – should be a central 
plank of a suite of social policies designed to support more socially just societies. However, universal 
access to ECEC in itself, will not redress inequalities. This paper draws upon reports from the Australian 
Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA), and data from three doctoral studies nest-
ed within the Australian Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work research project, to argue for at-
tention to the quality of the early childhood system and to consider the contribution that a deeply embed-
ded socially just purpose makes to quality.  
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Ungleichheit, soziale Gerechtigkeit und die Bestimmung frühkindlicher Bildung 
 
Zusammenfassung 
Frühkindliche Bildung und Betreuung (FBBE) sollte – wie Bildung im Allgemeinen – ein zentraler Be-
standteil einer Reihe von sozialpolitischen Maßnahmen sein, die darauf abzielen, eine sozial gerechtere 
Gesellschaft zu unterstützen. Allerdings wird ein allgemeiner Zugang zu frühkindlicher Bildung und Be-
treuung an sich keine Ungleichheiten beseitigen. Dieser Beitrag stützt sich auf Berichte der Australian 
Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) sowie auf Daten aus drei Promotionsstu-
dien, die im Rahmen des australischen Forschungsprojekts Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at 
Work durchgeführt wurden. Die Ergebnisse sind ein Plädoyer dafür, der Qualität des frühkindlichen Sys-
tems mehr Aufmerksamkeit zu schenken und den Beitrag zu würdigen, den eine tief verankerte Orientie-
rung an sozialer Gerechtigkeit im Hinblick auf Qualität leistet. 
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1 Introduction 

Drawing upon policy and research located within the context of Australian early child-
hood education and care (ECEC), this paper argues that universal provision is a necessary 
but, of itself, insufficient policy to address inequalities in childhood. We examine reports 
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from the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA) and da-
ta from the Australian Exemplary Early Childhood Educators at Work Linkage project 
(ARCLP 160100532), to argue that attention to the quality of the early childhood system 
is necessary if the promise of universal access in mitigating inequality is to be achieved. 
We draw upon three doctoral studies nested within the Exemplary Early Childhood Edu-
cators at Work project to consider the contribution that a socially just purpose might make 
to the quality of ECEC programmes. We speculate that attention to both quality and pur-
pose may be particularly relevant in policy contexts such as that of Australia; policy con-
texts in which the availability of ECEC relies upon commercial business as well as the 
state, and in which both the supply and quality of service provision is uneven. In Austral-
ia, the policy target of universal access is decoupled from the quality of the service pro-
vided. Although improving the quality of early childhood programmes is a policy objec-
tive, the subsidisation of families’ access to such programmes is not tied to programme 
quality. In addition, reliance upon a mixed economy for the provision of ECEC means 
that there is not a shared or unifying narrative that underpins the objectives of supply.  

2 The drive to universal provision 

For several decades, policy institutions with global reach have advocated for the expan-
sion of early childhood education and care (ECEC) as a means of addressing the impacts 
of inequality (see for example the OECD Starting Strong Reports; the World Bank, nd). 
The arguments for children’s access to ECEC are well rehearsed and well researched. 
High quality ECEC has a positive impact upon children’s development, later success at 
school, and a number of longitudinal studies show this impact endures throughout the life 
course (NICHD, 2005; Sylva et al., 2010; Tayler, 2016). The potential effectiveness of 
ECEC is predicated upon its capacity to provide a platform from which children can be 
provided with opportunities, support and specialist interventions early in the life course. 
Thus, studies often point to the greatest positive impact being evident for children who 
face risks to their development. Mitigating the impacts of risk early can prevent the ef-
fects of adversity compounding, as well as provide a strong foundation for subsequent de-
velopment (Heckman & Masterov, 2007; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). 

As the desirability of providing ECEC has gained traction, a number of policy institu-
tions as well as the policy platforms of various national governments, espouse the univer-
sal provision of ECEC. In 2006 for example, Starting Strong 2 (OECD, 2006) advocated 
for a universal approach to access. In 2009, under major policy reform for the early child-
hood sector, Australia adopted a target of universal access to an early childhood education 
and care service for children in the year before school. At the same time, Australia revised 
and expanded the reach of its quality accreditation system for early childhood pro-
grammes. However, at no time has Australian policy explicitly tied support for children’s 
access to early childhood education to programme quality. This is problematic, as quality, 
as it is measured in Australia, is highly variable. 

This paper draws on published data from Australian Children’s Education and Care 
Quality Authority (ACECQA), and extant literature to argue that the quality of ECEC 
should be taken into account, if inequality is to be addressed.  Further, we draw on data 
from three doctoral studies conducted within centres assessed as being of high quality, to 




