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Addressing the early childhood workforce crisis 
The workforce crisis is impacting right across the early childhood (ECEC) sector. Many providers 
(including Goodstart) are struggling to meet demand for places from parents because they cannot 
find enough qualified educators to care for children. 

Vacancies for educators & teachers are at twice pre-pandemic levels (see TABLE 1).   Attrition rates 
are rising, with educators exhausted after two years of pandemic, their professionalism under-
recognised and feeling overworked as many centres struggle with staff shortages.1  

The pipeline of new teachers and educators into the sector is also constrained, both by a two-year 
migration pause and a decline in commencements in VET & university ECEC courses (see TABLE 2). 

Centres are struggling to attract and retain sufficient qualified educators even to meet regulatory 
standards, with staffing waivers doubling over the last three years.     Hundreds of centres have been 
forced to cap enrolments as they can’t find enough staff, leaving parents wanting care stuck on 
waiting lists. Each unfilled educator role can impact up to 15 families each week. 

In September 2021, Education Ministers agreed to a National Children’s Education and Care 
Workforce Strategy but are yet to make any significant new investments to implement it.2 While the 
Strategy identified the challenges the ECEC workforce faces, the agreed actions and timelines do 
not reflect the urgency of the crisis that the sector faces, and an update is needed.   

Challenge of implementing the Government’s CCS reforms 
Labor’s $4.5 billion plan for Cheaper Childcare is set to take effect by 1 July 2023, providing a much-
needed boost to the affordability of child care, and to an economy desperately short of workers. 

Treasury estimates it will facilitate 185,000 additional days of work as most families using child care 
have at least one parent (usually the mother) who works part time and could work more.  The 
Grattan Institute estimates Labor’s policy would result in an 8 per cent increase in hours worked by 
second-income earners with young children, or around 220,000 extra days worked per week.3  

To accommodate 185,000 additional days of work, the child care sector will need to accommodate 
1.9 million additional hours of care. That will require 42,000 additional days of educator time, the 
equivalent of 9,000 additional full time educators will be needed.  

Low wages are a structural issue for ECEC that reflects the underlying funding to the sector that 
requires fees to increase to fund any wage rise.  Experienced educators and teachers earn up to 
30% less than comparable roles in schools (see TABLE 4).  

Longer term structural reform is needed and will be addressed within the scope of the proposed 
Productivity Commission inquiry and a review of educator’s wages by the Fair Work Commission 
under the proposed new equal pay case rules or through sector bargaining. 

But that will take time, and the new subsidy takes effect in less than nine months. Without a more 
stable workforce, centres will struggle to find places for the families wanting more.  

The solution – short term wage supplement and longer term structural reform 
To address the immediate crisis and to set the sector up to respond to the CCS reforms in 2023, for 
the next 18-24 months, the following actions are proposed:  

1. Govt to fund an interim 10% wage supplement for educators for two years until new funding 
and industrial instruments are in place from the PC inquiry and Fair Work Act changes. 

2. In the meantime, once the Productivity Commission report is finalised (and new funding 
arrangements are established) and the Fair Work Commission’s Care Panel is in place to 

 
1 https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/teachers-and-educators-survey;   https://www.hesta.com.au/ECECreport21   
2 https://www.acecqa.gov.au/national-workforce-strategy  
3 https://grattan.edu.au/news/explainer-everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-major-parties-new-childcare-policies/  
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oversee sector bargaining and equal pay, a more final resolution of wages comparable to 
school rates could be achieved on a sector wide basis. 

3. Alongside addressing wages, the pipeline for new educators should be addressed by: 
a. Free TAFE courses and additional funding for traineeships for educators; 
b. Expand the pool of early childhood teachers by 

i. Expanding places in ECT ITE courses at universities supported by scholarships; 
ii. Developing accelerated pathways for experienced Diploma qualified 

educators to progress to ECT qualifications within 1-2 months, supported by 
funding arrangements and mentoring support to cover up to 80 days of 
practicum teaching placements. 

c. Include early childhood teachers and educators on migration priority lists and 
address unnecessary hurdles and delays on visa applications: 

4. Longer term, enhance the professional standing of early childhood teachers and educators 
with more emphasis on the importance of pedagogy and learning: 

a. Complement the release of the new Early Years Learning Framework with funding for 
professional development for and educators to refresh and re-energise their learning 

b. Develop pathways to registration for early childhood teachers in all jurisdictions 
c. Commonwealth and States to agree funding and timelines for accelerating actions 

under the National ECEC Workforce Strategy that will strengthen professional 
recognition and learning 

d. Providers to carefully consider the quality of working life for teachers and educators 
to ensure that they have the time and support they need to teach effectively, freed 
from unnecessary paperwork and other non-teaching burdens. 

The ECEC workforce needs to grow but attrition rates have risen sharply  

The sector workforce grew by 33% over the last five years adding 35,000 additional workers (see 
Table 4) and is likely to grow even faster over the next five years as demand increases due to 
Cheaper Childcare policy and as the NSW, VIC and SA governments roll out preschool reforms. 

Attrition rates have risen sharply over the past two years. The largest not-for-profit provider Goodstart 
has seen attrition rise from 14% to 24%, with exit surveys citing low pay, burnout, and lack of 
professional recognition as key reasons for leaving, and just 30% intending staying in the sector. 

Other providers have seen even larger increases in attrition rates, losing 30%, 40% and in some cases 
even 50% of staff in the last year.  

Centres experiencing high turnover descend into a spiral, as vacancies put pressure on remaining 
staff, who then burn out and leave. 

Expectations that the Government will act have risen 
Educators are at the end of their tether and have been hearing from the Government 
acknowledgement that their wages are too low and something needs to be done. The recent 
National Day of Action also raised expectations.  

If nothing happens to address educators’ wages, the workforce shortages will get 
worse, and the success of the Cheaper Childcare reforms could be at risk. 
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