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Executive summary

Early childhood education is
critical to laying the foundation
children need to succeed in school
and beyond.
Early childhood teachers (ECTs)
are instrumental to children’s
development and lifting the
quality of early learning
environments.
However, Australia has a
significant shortage of ECTs and,
without intervention, will fail to
meet future workforce
requirements.

The Australian Government predicts that the sector will
need to fill an additional 29,000 ECT jobs in Australia by 2023.
If action is not taken soon, one-third of preschool services
will not have a trained teacher on staff within four years.
Upskilling the current workforce is one potential strategy to
increase the number and quality of bachelor-qualified teachers
working in the early years.
Future Tracks commissioned this research to better understand
what can be done to support the existing diploma-trained
educator workforce to upskill to a bachelor qualification
and ECT role. The research focused on identifying the barriers
and motivations this cohort of educators experiences in
relation to upskilling.
The research found that 84% of educators surveyed had
considered upskilling to become ECTs, but said they faced
major barriers in doing so. This is reflected in the relatively
small number of educators choosing to take advantage
of current upskilling opportunities.

The report identifies five key themes (real and perceived)
relating to the barriers to educators upskilling to a
bachelor’s qualification:
1	Mixed perceptions and low awareness about
the value and opportunities of an ECT role
and qualification
2	The challenge of managing workload and
family commitments with study

3	Concerns about the value of university
courses, academic supports and
application process
4	Limited support and challenging conditions
within the workplace

5	Financial burden and risk of upskilling
is too high

The themes are discussed in detail in the body of this report.
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In addition to the barriers, the research also identified
three key factors which motivate educators to upskill
to ECT roles:
1	Easily accessible information on courses and
career opportunities
2	Financial supports and incentives, for example paid
study leave
3	Guaranteed jobs as ECTs at the conclusion
of their study
Based on the findings, the report offers a series of
recommendations about the role that governments, providers,
universities and Future Tracks can play in motivating and
supporting early childhood educators to upskill to ECT bachelor
qualifications.

Introduction

1:2
$1 invested in early childhood
education returns $2 back
over a child’s life

Why early childhood education?
Early childhood education lays the foundations for the social,
emotional and cognitive skills that children need to succeed
in school and beyond.
Brain development in the early years happens at a speed not
seen at any other stage in life. Research shows that children
who access quality learning experiences in the early years are
more likely to experience more positive lifetime outcomes in
a variety of areas, including schooling and education as well
as health and wellbeing.
There are clear community benefits from providing children
with access to quality early learning. Research commissioned
by The Front Project shows that every $1 invested in early
childhood education returns $2 back to children, parents,
government and business over a child’s life, in reduced welfare
dependence, higher earning capacity, improved health
outcomes and reduction in crime.1

Why early childhood teachers?
Australian and international research consistently
demonstrates the significant impact that a high-quality
learning environment has on a child’s outcomes. The
education, qualifications, training and stability of the workforce
are the most influential factors affecting the quality of the
learning environment.2
There is a direct correlation between the quality of a learning
environment in early childhood settings and teacher
qualifications.3,4 Research also shows that teachers with early
childhood specialisations have an even more significant
impact on children’s learning than those who do not have
an early childhood specalisation.5
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Unfortunately, Australia does not have enough early childhood
teachers (ECTs) to meet current and projected demand.
The Australian Government estimates we will need to fill
29,000 ECT jobs in Australia by 2023 to cater for the projected
population of preschool age children.6 If nothing is done to
address the situation, one-third of all preschool centres will
not have a trained teacher on staff within four years.7
The demand for teachers is underpinned by changes in the
policy and regulatory environments across Australia, as well
as growing demand from parents for high-quality, teacherdelivered programs.
From 2020, new regulations will require each long day care
and preschool service to have at least two degree-qualified
ECTs8 in all services where 60 or more children are in
attendance.9 Additionally, Victoria and the Australian Capital
Territory are rolling out three-year-old kindergarten programs,
which will require more bachelor-trained preschool teachers.
The early childhood sector is predominantly comprised
of Certificate III and diploma-trained staff, with 72% of the
workforce citing a vocational qualification as their highest
academic achievement.10 There are many Certificate III
and diploma-qualified educators with extensive experience
and commitment to the sector who deliver quality programs
for children.
Tapping into the skills and commitment of these educators is
one strategy to address the increased demand for ECTs.
With the right support, educators can successfully upskill and
increase the number of bachelor-qualified teachers working in
the early years. However, current numbers of diploma-trained
educators upskilling to bachelor qualifications are small.

29,000
Number of ECT jobs required
in Australia by 2023.

72%
Number of people in the
workforce citing a vocational
qualification as their highest
academic achievement.

This research was commissioned to understand why this is
the case, and what can be done to address the barriers and
increase enrolment and completion in undergraduate ECT
programs.

Methodology

While there is significant literature on Australia’s early learning
sector and the challenges faced by its workforce, research on
motivations and barriers to upskilling is limited.

The project methodology included:

To that end, Future Tracks engaged dandolopartners to
conduct a research project.
The research sought to answer three key questions:
What are the motivations and barriers for educators looking
to upskill to an ECT role?
What can be done to reduce barriers and / or maximise
existing opportunities to upskill?
How can Future Tracks better support educators, the wider
sector and governments to realise such opportunities?

The research used a mixed methods approach to arrive
at key findings.

Literature review
This included a comprehensive review of
existing research on the value of early
childhood education and challenges associated
with upskilling. It is important to note that while there is
vast literature on the early childhood workforce as it relates
to learner outcomes and work conditions, there is limited
evidence on upskilling as a specific pathway or career
opportunity.
Qualitative research
This included six national online and face-toface focus groups. Focus groups were held with
diploma-qualified educators, educators
currently studying to be an ECT, and current ECTs. The
project also included a series of interviews with key
stakeholders.
Quantitative research
This included a cost-benefit analysis of the
costs for an educator to upskill and the
potential financial benefits from doing so.
A national survey of 400 educators was also conducted.

The current workforce

The early childhood education
workforce is large and varied.
Educators (certificate or
diploma-qualified staff) and
ECTs work across different settings
in Australia, including preschools,
long day care, family day care,
in-home care, occasional care,
vacation care and outside
school hours care.
Educators and ECTs are the two major professions responsible
for delivering early childhood education services. Both
make important contributions to the delivery of high-quality
services to children. However, there are distinct differences
between them.

Educators create a healthy and stimulating
environment for children

Quick facts on the workforce11

Despite growing need, enrolments and interest in early
childhood undergraduate qualifications are decreasing.

Educators are Certificate III or diploma-trained staff.
Qualifications have been obtained through VET providers.

91%

Across Australia there are around 4,000 students enrolled
in early childhood education teaching degrees per year.12
Research has shown the completion rates across Australia for
initial teacher training undergraduate degrees in early learning
are as little as 20%.13

Educators support children through:

• Planning and leading daily activities
• Actively contributing to education programs for children
•	Addressing emotional, cognitive, social, intellectual
and physical learning needs of children

ECTs significantly impact a child’s development
through high-quality learning experiences
ECTs are bachelor-qualified teachers. They have a four-year
tertiary qualification in early childhood teaching or a
dual qualification in early childhood and primary teaching.
ECTs working in early learning services:

•	Support children by delivering high-quality learning using
a variety of approaches, including play-based and intentional
learning pedagogies

•	Have a deep and concentrated understanding about
cognitive, social and emotional development in the first
five years of a child’s life

•	Promote children’s learning through developing and
delivering learning experiences that increase their positive
sense of identity, wellbeing and sense of place in community

•	Offer situated learning opportunities that allow children to
transition to primary school with confidence and a thorough
foundation for learning
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of the early childhood workforce
identify as female

2%

of the workforce identify as Indigenous

11.9%

of the early childhood workforce
have a bachelor degree
or above

55%

of the early childhood workforce
are employed in long
day care services

The data points to a forecast of graduating teachers far below
predicted demand of 29,000 ECTs by 2023.

Existing research

There is a wealth of evidence that explores the value of early
education and workforce challenges. However, there is little
published research on upskilling the current workforce.
This summary of the existing research on upskilling is
divided into two parts:
Qualification – what are the major barriers to educators
completing a Bachelor of Education in Early Childhood?
Role – what are the major barriers to educators wanting
to become an ECT?

Barriers to obtaining a bachelor’s degree in early
childhood teaching
Many educators do not see themselves as ‘ready’ for
university.
Those who do are generally motivated to become primary or
secondary school teachers.14 Another perceived hurdle for
many educators is navigating university entry and eligibility
requirements.
Educators need to balance their existing work schedule
with study.
There are a variety of modes of university study, including
part-time and off-campus study for initial teacher education
undergraduate programs. Educators find navigating the
options confusing and many courses offer no additional
support for mature-aged students returning to study.
Recognition of prior learning is inconsistent.
Each university offers different processes and outcomes for
recognition of previous study and experience (recognition of
prior learning). Many processes to recognise prior learning are
not initiated until after a student has enrolled, which means
students don’t know how much credit they will get until after
they have enrolled, making it hard to compare different
courses.
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Early childhood educators
are not upskilling to become
teachers

Support for upskilling varies between workplaces.
Workplaces, centre directors and employers have significant
influence in educators’ decisions to upskill. By creating a
culture of professional development and learning they can
encourage educators to do further study.
They can also support educators to upskill in many practical
ways, from giving them time off to support their studies to
offering work experience placement leave and financial
incentives to enrol and complete courses.
The lack of this kind of support is a significant barrier to
educators. Providing this support is especially difficult in small
services due to financial constraints and in regional or remote
areas where services are short-staffed.

Barriers to educators wanting to become ECTs

Early childhood educators are a large workforce –
many have the potential to upskill to an ECT role
The majority of the early education workforce (72%)
are educators with vocational qualifications at either Certificate
III (current minimum standard for working in the sector) or
diploma level.15
Only 11.9% of the early education workforce hold a bachelor
degree.16 There is a large untapped cohort of educators who
have worked in the sector, dedicated themselves to the work,
know the challenges of the profession and are working with
loyalty and commitment. They are an obvious place to start
addressing the impending teacher shortage.

Thinking about the potential to upskill, we know that:

•	Many educators are high-performing and assume leadership
roles as centre directors, room or educational leaders
and other educational responsibilities without an ECT
qualification17

•	Overall, retention in the sector is low, yet around 30%
of early childhood educators have over 10+ years of
experience18

•	Early education is a diverse work environment with a range
of different skillsets and settings

•	There are specific university courses that cater to educators
looking to upskill through recognised prior learning, reducing
the time and number of placements required to obtain a
bachelor’s degree

Educators consider other teacher settings more attractive
than ECT. This attitude is based on real and perceived salary,
working conditions and professional status.

•	Diploma-qualified educators upskilling to become ECTs

Educators do not perceive the pay and status differential
between educator and ECT significant enough to spend
time and money on upskilling. Educators considered the cost
of studying too high compared with the benefits of ECT role.

Our research shows that 84% of educators surveyed have
considered upskilling, but they report major barriers in
five areas.

Educators may already be experiencing burnout and stress,
with limited mentoring and skill development support.
Workplaces lack career progression opportunities once
educators are bachelor qualified.
Educators are reluctant to commit to a career in early
childhood due to structural conditions.

would be able to practice as ECTs sooner than school-leavers
or career-change cohorts

Why aren’t educators upskilling
to become teachers?
The research identified five major barriers for
educators upskilling to an ECT role.

Barrier 1: There are mixed perceptions and
low awareness about the value and
opportunities of an ECT role and qualification
Educators identified that the benefits of upskilling are not
always clear. Different wage and working conditions between
the two roles are not always transparent to educators.
Research found that many educators had no idea about what
an ECT is paid, and whether an ECT had extra planning time
or different working conditions to themselves. Only half the
educators surveyed noted that a higher wage is one of three
major differences between their role and that of an ECT.
‘I’m not sure what an ECT gets paid’ – educator
Some educators had outdated information about ECT job
availability and prospects. Many educators and some ECTs
indicated little to no awareness of the shortfall of ECTs in
the sector. Some educators had heard about educators
who upskilled but did not find an ECT role in the past.

‘The biggest challenges I think within an ECT role is all the
paperwork that is not necessarily required but is expected
of you’ – educator
This suggests there is a need for increased clarity, visibility,
communication and recognition of what an ECT does, and
how it is complementary but different to the role of an
educator. Greater emphasis on the value of early childhood
teaching within the workforce as it relates to children’s
outcomes and career progression is a vital next step.
In summary, educators who are unaware of specific benefits
of becoming an ECT do not see upskilling as an attractive
or compelling opportunity.
‘At this point in time I would not upskill unless I would be given
a job at my current service’ – educator

This creates apprehension around upskilling and reduces
the appeal, especially considering the financial and personal
investment required.

Barrier 2: The challenge of managing
workload and family commitments
with study
Educators said they already felt stressed, time-poor and
worked long hours in current roles. Educators commonly
receive two hours of planning time per week, which they
consider too low. The research found that many educators took
work home to complete their work requirements. Educators
said they felt hesitant to add study to their workload, especially
those who also said that they did not have a clear view of what
studying at university would be like.
‘I would need to prioritise finishing my work over study’
– educator
Similarly, some educators found it difficult to juggle long
hours with personal commitments in their current roles.
They indicated that this would be exacerbated if also studying
at university. Approximately 70% of educators said they
avoided upskilling because of the pressures of work and
home life.

‘I am aware that it is a pathway from diploma, but I wouldn’t
want to do ECT due to family commitments’ – educator
Educators who were currently upskilling and ECTs who had
completed an upskill pathway agreed that time management
is the most challenging aspect of upskilling due to the current
structures of work hours and university requirements.
Educators felt that there was a significant knowledge gap
pertaining to the time university study would take out of their
already full schedules. While accepting that an online course
would allow for the flexibility they would need to complete
study, educators felt that the potential isolation and lack
of support in this mode of study meant there was a significant
risk they would not complete the course.
‘Time management is a real challenge trying to balance work,
home life and studies’ – educator who is upskilling

Educators believe more could be done to promote and
clarify job prospects, both at a workplace and university level.
Many educators describe the ECT role as high-stress and
high-burden. Research revealed a tendency for some
educators to associate the ECT role with extra paperwork
and responsibility, rather than with high-quality teaching
and learning opportunities for children.
Forty-six per cent of educators surveyed identified this as one
of three major differences between their role and an ECT role.

Managing university with my existing workload is too hard

68%

University fees are too expensive

54%

You don’t get paid enough as a ECT

22%

I wasn’t sure if I would get a job as an ECT at the end of my course

8%

I wasn’t sure how to apply to university

6%
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Figure 1: Educator views on what prevented them from upskilling to an ECT role19
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‘Low course completion rates demonstrate
the importance of providing educators with
guidance around course options before they
commence study’

Barrier 3: Concerns about the value of
university courses, academic supports and
application process
There are a range of factors about the variety and quality
of university qualifications that impacted the decision for
educators to enrol in early childhood teaching degrees.
Some educators felt anxiety about their capacity to
undertake academic study. Thirty per cent of educators said
they are not confident in their ability to study at university 20.
Australian and international research has found that capability
and confidence to learn affects student engagement, resilience
and motivation while studying at university.
The lack of confidence is a significant barrier for educators,
many of whom do not see themselves as ‘ready’ for study
because of a lack of familiarity with university structures and
standards, writing essays, and navigating academic readings.
‘I wonder if I am good enough and I am worried about all the
extra work that you have to do and the responsibilities’
– educator

Educators upskilling and ECTs revealed that their level of
confidence generally depended on the academic supports
available:

•	Some ECTs felt that their initial concerns around confidence
and capability did not play out in reality. These ECTs
mentioned positive academic support from staff and
mentors at university, and a growing confidence to complete
the work over the duration of the course

•	Others found studying difficult because of limited support
and unclear guidance about coursework and structure
‘My main concerns were originally doubting that I would have
the skills again to be an academic, but it seems that I am
managing better than I had expected’ – educator upskilling

There is a perception that universities don’t appropriately
recognise prior work experience in the sector. Work
experience in the early childhood education sector is not
always acknowledged or valued in the ECT qualification.

Given this, some educators are frustrated and feel that it is not
‘worth’ going to university because of the time required to learn
skills they believe they have already gained from vocational
study and years of experience.

The research indicated a significant knowledge gap for some
educators around the depth and concentrated application
of knowledge that is acquired as part of an initial teacher
education undergraduate degree. Because of this, educators
felt their knowledge and experience were not significantly
less than that of a bachelor-qualified teacher.

Anecdotal evidence suggests this perception may be influenced
in part by educators placing a lower value on formal education,
seeing on-the-job experience as the most beneficial type of
learning.

This, coupled with a knowledge gap on the different ways that
credit is assessed in vocational education compared to the
higher education sector, meant that educators felt the credit
arrangements offered by universities were inadequate.
Educators’ beliefs around lack of recognition of experience
focused on three main aspects:
Adequacy: Educators felt that the content covered in the
undergraduate courses was equivalent to what they had
already experienced in their vocational studies, which led
some educators to feel the degree was a ‘waste of time’.

Research also suggests that these views will reinforce the belief
that university is ‘not for them’, or that they already have skills
needed to be successful in a more senior role.
It’s difficult to find the right course. Some educators indicated
that it is difficult to navigate university courses because of:

•	Inconsistent information available on course offerings
•	Variation between courses in terms of mode of study
and year-levels taught (birth to five, or birth to eight etc).

•	Inconsistent admission processes
•	Lack of guidance around where to find, and how to
select, the right course

Consistency: Educators felt that their qualifications and
experience was not properly recognised. There is no consistent
standard among universities for attributing credit for prior
learning and work experience to reduce course duration.

Similarly, some educators believe applying for university
is burdensome due to application fees and navigating
the paperwork.

Certainty: Educators were uncertain of how much credit they
would be given for prior learning. Most university processes do
not assess and apply credit arrangements until after a course
application has been accepted. This means that educators do
not know how long it will take to get their qualification until
after they have been accepted into the Bachelor program.

‘I don’t really know where to look or how to find the best course
on the uni websites’ – educator

‘Other people with a bachelor’s degree can do one year of
study and instantly become more senior than us even though
we’ve worked in the industry for over 12 years’ – educator

In addition to the barriers outlined above, research suggests
that some educators who enrol in Bachelor qualifications
struggle to complete the degree.
There are low rates of course retention and completion. Many
educators start upskill programs, but do not complete them. In
2016, only 16% of undergraduates who enrolled in initial early
education bachelor degree courses completed the degree in a
four-year period. 21
While the data does not explain the reasons for this, anecdotal
evidence suggests it is driven by students transferring into dual,
primary or secondary teaching degrees or other university
degrees, going part time to work or withdrawing from
university.
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This is in comparison to the 56% four-year completion rate for
primary and secondary initial teaching undergraduate
degrees.22
Without the right supports, research suggests that the educator
workforce may be at risk of low completion rates because of:

•	High staff turnover within services, particularly in regional
centres. This creates an insecure environment for study as
workplace conditions and study support may not be
comparable across services 23

•	Financial insecurity and pressure. This particularly affects low
socio-economic students, whose retention, success at, and
completion of, university degrees has decreased since 2010 24

•	Mode of study. Educators generally continue working as they
study, and people who study part-time or off-campus have a
higher risk of not completing bachelor degrees 25
Educators who have taken a break or only completed some
units at university also face barriers to completing their
degrees. Those who withdrew or took a break said they felt like
they ‘wasted their money’, but did not know how to re-enrol
and obtain course credits for previous study in a new
university setting.
‘I have a half-finished degree, it’s hard to know where I would
end up at another uni if I wanted to finish it’ – educator
The low course completion rates demonstrate the importance
of providing educators with guidance around course options
before they commence study.

‘Concerns about financial security
represented the most significant barrier,
particularly whether the investment
(in upskilling) would be worthwhile’

Barrier 4: There may be limited support and
challenging conditions within the workplace
to support upskilling
Workplaces may contribute to negative attitudes about
upskilling. Employers might inadvertently disincentivise
staff to upskill because of a lack of investment in professional
development, high turnover of staff or limited resources
to release employees to study.26
‘My manager said to me: “Why would you do that? You don’t
need to do that’” – educator
Thirty-four per cent of educators said they were unsure whether
their workplace would support them to study.27 When asked
about the potential for support, 43% of educators said they
would be more inclined to study if their workplace offered
paid study leave. Others remarked on the need for more
encouragement and positive role models and mentors.
‘I had wonderful role models and mentors over the course
of my early childhood career, who always encouraged me
to continue to study and upskill’ – educator currently upskilling
While some early childhood education providers have
established programs to support educators (such as
scholarships), the research shows that educators were unaware
of these opportunities, or did not think the support provided
was sufficient to ensure they could successfully complete
the degree.

The early childhood education sector is considered to
have low salaries and poor working conditions. Many of
the challenges of working in an educator role are seen to
be the same as or exacerbated for ECTs.
For example:

•	There may be less time to do more work and limited
planning hours

•	ECTs may face isolation from other peers due to the limited
number of ECTs in the workplace

•	There may be minimal mentoring and career progression
opportunities
This highlights the lack of awareness and information on the
benefits of an ECT role. Many educators do not have a clear
understanding of the differences in working conditions
between educators and ECTs, including the different industrial
awards.
Further, there is limited information available on the career
opportunities, both within services and the sector more
broadly, available to ECTs. Some educators even reported that
upskilling would reduce their career opportunities.
‘Before I became an ECT, I have heard numerous stories about
how busy and possibly emotionally challenging the role is.
However, I wish I knew that the paperwork is beyond what
I could ever imagine. The number of hours given to finish the
task is way too little’ – early childhood teacher
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Barrier 5: The financial burden and risk of
upskilling is too high
Concerns about financial security represented the most
significant barrier, particularly whether the investment would
be worthwhile.
Educators felt:

•	The upfront cost of paying for the ECT qualification is too
expensive. A 2017 report found that more than 40% of early
childhood education employees who were not currently
studying stated that the cost of studying was too high28

•	Their income reduces their capacity to pay for extra study,
particularly for low-income families (e.g. educator is the
breadwinner) or for educators who may not qualify for
commonwealth support (HECS-HELP place) based on
citizenship

•	The opportunity cost of studying is high. Missing paid days
of employment to study is not sustainable in terms of
financial security
The financial investment is not proportionate to the increase
in pay. Sixty six per cent of educators surveyed said the
increased pay rate of an ECT did not make the investment in
study worthwhile.29
This presents a very significant barrier.
Conversely, the survey results also showed that financial
considerations rated highly as possible factors to motivate
upskilling, alongside guaranteed employment.

Approach to research

The research arrived at findings
through three steps.
1. Conceptual framework
A conceptual framework was designed to help organise
the research. The framework allowed analysis of barriers
and opportunities for upskilling, and clearly identified
priority areas.

2. Mapping findings

The framework was organised around an upskill journey
in four stages:

A. Beliefs about studying

B. Experiences of studying

Beliefs

Role

Qualification

Awareness

C. Beliefs about ECT role

D. Working as an ECT

Structures
Attitude

Entry

Individual

Eligibility

Course structure

Organisation
/ sector

Organisation
/ sector

Fees

Mode of learning
Relationship
between course
and ongoing work

A

B

Individual

Individual

Recruitment

Organisation
/ sector

Organisation
/ sector

Availability of
teacher roles

Employment
and pay
conditions
Comparison
between ECT and
other teaching
roles

C

D

Beliefs looked at: Level of awareness at an
individual and organisational / sector level
about the ECT qualification and role.

Positive or negative attitudes at an
individual and organisational / sector
level toward the ECT qualification and role.

16 Upskilling in early childhood education Opportunities for the current workforce

Findings were attributed to each
source of research:

Experience

Individual

Second, through a literature review and
stakeholder consultation, findings were
mapped against the conceptual
framework. Stakeholder consultation
included interviews, face-to-face and
online focus groups, and a survey of
400 educators.

Literature and
expert reviews
Both
Stakeholder
consultation

Structures look
at: Ways in
which someone
might enter the
ECT qualification
and how
students
experience
the course.
Avenues to
enter the ECT
workforce and
how ECTs
experience
the role

3. Weighing evidence
Finally, the research attempted to ‘weight’
evidence based on consistency and
frequency. The table below represents
a weighted perception of views.
Most major themes presented here
represent the strongest evidence base
available in this project, however some
evidence is mixed, which is evident in the
diversity of themes captured.

Weak evidence, for
example, raised
infrequently

Mixed evidence, for
example, conflicting
perspectives

Strong evidence, for
example, strong consensus
in both literature and
stakeholder consultation

Cost Benefit Analysis

Sophie:
Scenario 1

$220,000
$170,000

Sophie is 42 years old and runs her own family
a day care business. She obtained a diploma
in 2010 after the introduction of the National
Quality Framework.

While Sophie is able to become a teacher in
2.5 years, the lost wages mean that she
doesn’t recoup her costs until 12 years after
she commences study.

While she loves running her own business,
she now wants the flexibility to work in a
kindergarten setting. Sophie decides to go
back to university full time.

She will not be better off in 10 years’ time, and
will still be $40,925 behind due to lost income
while studying.

Because of the demands of running a small
business, she closes her family day care.

$120,000

$70,000
$20,000
$0

Sanjeev:
Scenario 2

$(30,000)
$(80,000)
Scenario 1: Full-time student (no work)

$(130,000)

Scenario 2: Full-time student (part-time work)
Scenario 3: Part-time student

$(180,000)
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

He has been mentored by one of the ECTs at
his service for the past 12 months and is now
confident that he has what it takes to succeed
at university.

Scenario 4: Full-time study and work

Year (after commencing course)

Figure 2: Cost-benefit analysis for upskilling to an ECT role

To better understand the financial risk for an educator
considering upskilling, a cost-benefit analysis was undertaken
as part of this project. The cost-benefit analysis explored four
different upskilling scenarios and potential implications for
educators.

Discount rate: A discount rate of 3% is applied to the potential
income gains / benefits. The discount rate reflects the timevalue of money and makes it possible to compare costs or
payments (cash flows) over time. In an education model, the
discount rate puts less weight on benefits far in the future.

The following assumptions were made:

The cost benefit analysis shows that the value from switching
to an early childhood teacher (from diploma-qualified educator
income) is highest for those who continue to receive full-time
pay while studying full time (Scenario 4) as they continue to
receive the same salary while studying.

University degree: Educators attain a Bachelor of Early
Childhood Education at La Trobe University
Recognition of prior learning: Educators are able to shorten
the course length to 2.5 years with credits obtained from a
diploma. Educators who opt to do a part-time degree complete
the course in 5 years.
Student loan: Educators receive a HELP loan. Loan repayment
rates are based on the 2019-20 income year.
Income: Educators’ and teachers’ salaries are based on the
latest contractual agreements (Victorian Early Childhood
Teachers and Educators Agreement 2017 and Victoria
Government Schools Agreement 2018).
Employment: Upon degree completion, educators are
immediately upgraded and employed at an early childhood
service or primary school.

Mai Lin:
Scenario 3

Educators who choose to do a part-time degree stand to attain
lower financial benefits of over a 10-year period as they will
start work as a teacher later compared to those who do a
full-time degree (Scenario 3).
While financially beneficial, working and studying full time
is unlikely without support from employers in the form of
paid leave.
The four scenarios are explored through four different
educators:
Sophie (Scenario 1) leaves employment to study full-time.
Sanjeev (Scenario 2) decides to study full-time and reduce
his workload to part-time.
Mai Lin (Scenario 3) decides to study part-time and keep
working full-time.
Marta (Scenario 4) studies full-time and works full-time.
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Sanjeev is 22 years old and currently working
for a local government run long day care. He
obtained a diploma straight out of school and
has been working for two years. He always
wanted to go to university, but wanted to earn
some money first.

Marta:
Scenario 4

Mai Lin is a 38-year-old educator currently
working for a large long day care provider.
She loves working with children and always
wanted to work in an early years setting. She
obtained her Certificate III through the VET in
schools program and then completed her
diploma at a large TAFE.

Wanting to make the most of the university
experience, he decides to study full time and
reduce his hours at work from 38 to 20
per week.
By studying full time, Sanjeev is able to
complete his qualification in 2.5 years and
gets a job as an ECT straight away. Six years
after commencing his study, he has recouped
his costs. By studying full time, he also starts
earning a higher income faster, and over a
10-year period earns an additional $80,341
(compared to what he would have earned
as an educator).
her excellent practice and the growing
demand for people with this qualification.

She has been working in the industry for
20 years now. Despite not seeing herself
as a ‘university’ person, Mai Lin’s employer
successfully encourages her to enrol in an
early childhood teaching degree, citing

On advice from colleagues, Mai Lin decides to
study part time and work full time. It will take
Mai Lin five years to complete her degree.
Mai Lin will incur financial costs while she is
studying, including enrolment fees, books and
materials, and course fees (deferred to a
Commonwealth supported HELP loan). Based
on this scenario, Mai Lin will recoup the costs
of her degree in six years (see Figure 3) and
make an additional $60,628 over 10 years.

Marta is 50 and has been working in the sector
for the past five years. She works for a
for-profit long day care provider After her
children started high school, she made the
decision to focus on her own career.

Marta wants to get her degree as quickly as
possible, but also needs to keep working to
support her family. She decides to continue
working full time and to pursue full time
study.

She first obtained a Certificate III and then
worked her way through a diploma. With the
support of her employer, she decides to
obtain a bachelor’s degree.

By earning a full-time salary while she studies,
Marta will be able to recoup her costs within 6
months of finishing her degree. Over a 10-year
period, she’ll earn an additional $122,782.
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Figure 3: Cost-benefit analysis ECTs and primary school teachers

Motivations

Early childhool teacher
Primary school teacher

In addition to barriers, the research also identified three key
factors which motivate educators to upskill to ECT roles:

Primary teaching can be a more
attractive pathway for educators
who upskill

Many educators consider it more valuable to upskill into
another education setting (e.g. primary or secondary) or
different sector because of:

Many undergraduate teacher qualifications at university
combine early childhood and primary specialisations,
which mean that graduates are qualified to teach in early
childhood and primary school settings.

• Greater professional status

2. F inancial supports and incentives, for example paid
study leave

• Improved career progression.

3. Guaranteed jobs as ECTs at the conclusion of their study

The research considered the impacts of upskilling into an
ECT role compared to a primary teacher.30 Analysis
identified that primary school and early childhood teachers
take about the same time to break even in a cost-benefit
analysis, but that over a career, primary school teachers
earn higher salaries.

Research showed that there is a high preference for financial
relief to motivate upskilling. The graph below shows that paid
study leave, higher pay as an ECT (compared to Diploma),
and lower university fees are the most attractive incentives
for upskilling.

These courses have benefits for graduating teachers, but
they are also problematic for a variety of reasons, one of
which is examined here.
Forty-one per cent of educators identify a major difference
between their role and an ECT role as an ECT’s capacity to
work in primary school settings.

• Better pay and conditions

For example, over a 10-year period, the total gains from
upskilling to a primary school qualification* are between
$80,000 and $160,000 (across scenarios 2–4).
This gain is around 20% higher than if the educator
upskilled to be an ECT.
* Diploma-qualified educators may not receive the same amount of credit
towards a dual (early childhood and primary) degree.

1. E
 asily accessible information on courses and career
opportunities

In addition to the financial supports, educators also expressed
a need for more information on upskilling opportunities,
guidance on how to navigate university (from enrolment and
acceptance to assignments and online learning platforms)
and ongoing mentoring and support.
They also expressed a desire for greater information on career
opportunities within their organisations. This could be
achieved by centralising information about upskilling and
ensuring there is easy-to-access and understand guidance to
inform decisions.
By addressing the barriers facing educators, these motivations
can be leveraged by providers, governments, universities and
Future Tracks to ensure that educators are able to successfully
obtain a bachelor’s qualification in early education.

Paid study leave

43%

Higher pay as a ECT

41%

Lower university fees

39%

Guaranteed emplyment as an ECT after study

28%

Someone to support me to navigate university entry and study

31%
0

10

20

30

Percentage of survey respondents

Figure 4: Educator views on what would motivate them to upskill to an ECT role31
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Conclusion and recommendations
Upskilling the current workforce
is critical to ensuring that
Australia is able to meet the
growing demand for quality,
bachelor-qualified early
childhood teachers.
Meeting this demand and ensuring a qualified, quality early
childhood workforce is in the best interests of all stakeholders
and the broader community, especially children and families.
Qualifications are a key contributor to quality learning
environments for children in the early years and increasing
the number of teachers with early childhood teaching
specialisations provides an opportunity to improve quality
across Australian early learning services.
Yet, as the research notes, the barriers to upskilling and
gaining this specialist qualification for educators are
significant. Addressing and reducing these barriers to ensure
that all educators have the opportunity to advance their
education and practice requires the collaboration of
all stakeholders.
To that end, this report recommends actions for the following
groups of stakeholders.

Early childhood education providers
Early childhood education providers are uniquely placed to
support educators through upskilling.
A skilled and stable workforce is the most important factor
in delivering quality learning outcomes for children. Investing
in your workforce is a key strategy for improving retention,
loyalty and effectiveness.

Invest in specific incentives to motivate upskilling.
This could include providing a combination of paid study and
placement leave, bursaries or scholarships to cover university
course fees, access to flexible working arrangements and
mentoring and coaching.
Consider how you may be able to take advantage of federal
or state government scholarships and funding to support your
workforce.
Provide transparent information on career pathways
and salaries.
Help educators to understand the opportunities available
to them within your organisation by sharing information on
ECT salaries, working conditions and available jobs.
The research demonstrates that if educators are aware of
the potential salary gains and employment opportunities,
they will be more likely to upskill.
Collaborate with other organisations to facilitate
placement swaps for educators.
Taking leave to undertake university placements is one
of the most significant barriers for educators considering
upskilling. Offering placement swaps between providers
and paying placement leave is one potential strategy
to alleviate this burden.
Create a culture of learning.
Learning does not stop with children. Lack of confidence is one
of the greatest initial barriers to upskilling, with many educators
not perceiving themselves as ‘ready’ for university.
As an employer you have a role in promoting the confidence of
your workforce by articulating their strengths and sense of
professional identity. Educators with employers who actively
support their study and value professional development are
more likely to succeed.
Talk it up.
Talk about the benefits of becoming an ECT and the value they
bring to your service and organisation. By highlighting the
impact they have, you will be more likely to inspire educators
to upskill.
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Universities

Governments

Increasing the number of professionals within early childhood
education sector with university qualifications is the most
effective way to improve the quality.

State, Territory and Federal governments have a central role to
play in setting the future policy direction of the early childhood
sector. Supporting educators to enhance their qualifications
and skills will ensure governments are able to meet the growing
demand for quality teachers.

Universities have a critical role in increasing the size and quality
of the early childhood teaching workforce through providing
clear enrolment information and recognising multiple
pathways to entry to a university qualification, including
work experience.
Universities can also provide continuous academic or financial
support to assist students throughout their studies, especially
for those who are working part time.
Strengthen academic support and pathway programs for
those who need it. Ensure that these programs are easy to
access, and that information is circulated to those who might
need it most. A smooth transition to university can increase
the chances of success for educators commencing study.
Provide upfront advice on recognition of prior learning
and how to access it. Research shows that the lack of concrete
information on recognition of prior learning is a disincentive
to enrolling at university. Educators will be more likely to
commence study if their TAFE qualifications are recognised
for credit towards the degree.
Ensure study options are flexible to meet the needs of
educators who are working. For students who are working
and studying, flexibility is essential. While studying online is
often the preference for students, it is important to provide
opportunities for students to meet face-to-face and build
communities of practice where possible. Provide easily
accessible information on degree options, study placement
and course structure up front.

Policies should be focused on providing opportunities for
educators to increase their own educational attainment,
enabling them to earn a higher income, progress their careers
and enhance the quality of education they deliver.
Develop centralised, easily accessible information on
course options in your state or territory. Provide easily
accessible information on study options, employment
opportunities and financial incentives available to early
childhood educators. Promote the profession and study
opportunities in the same way as other priority industries.
Promote recognition of the importance of the early
education sector. Ensure that early childhood teaching is
promoted alongside primary and secondary teaching as
a specialisation.
Create incentive programs to encourage people into the
profession. Financial incentives can go a long way to removing
barriers to upskilling. Ensure incentive programs (financial or
otherwise) are structured to meet the needs of different
cohorts, including educators who are upskilling.
For example, if providing scholarships to cover course costs,
ensure that payments are provided at the same time as course
costs are accrued. Also consider funding wrap around supports
including transition support and mentoring to increase the
chances of success.
Incentivise the professional development of the current
workforce. Ensure that funding agreements adequately
support the professional development of the early childhood
workforce, including educators and teachers.
Ensure that upskilling the current workforce is a priority
in a national, state and territory workforce development
strategies. Upskilling the current workforce is a key strategy
for meeting the growing demand for quality teachers and
improving the quality of early childhood education services
across the country.
Workforce strategies should promote the upskilling of the
current workforce and provide funding to enhance professional
development opportunities.
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The role for Future Tracks
Future Tracks is in a unique
position to address a number of
barriers and motivations identified
in this research.
There are opportunities for Future Tracks to address some
of the barriers to upskilling in the short, medium and long term.
Future Tracks can immediately address the barriers related
to low awareness of the value and benefits of attaining a
tertiary degree by working with the sector to provide educators
with accurate and timely information to inform upskilling
decisions.
Future Tracks can do this through targeted awareness raising
and the creation of resources that promote the value of ECTs
in early education, opportunities to upskill, and information
and advice on upskilling and financial incentives.
In addition to awareness raising, Future Tracks has identified
the need to develop and launch a new program that provides
wraparound supports for educators looking to upskill.

Broadly, and in collaboration with early childhood education
providers and university partners, the Future Tracks upskill
program will provide:

•	Easily accessible information on upskilling opportunities
•	Pre-enrolment support through webinars and
information sessions

•	Transition to university support including study skills
sessions

•	Access to a quality, trained, early childhood teacher mentor
•	Access to communities of practice
•	Leadership and professional development opportunities
In the medium and long term, Future Tracks should continue
to collaborate with the early childhood sector, governments
and universities to elevate the status of early childhood
teaching as a rewarding and important career.
More information on upskilling initiatives can be found on
the Future Tracks website.

1 The Front Project 2019, “A smart investment for a smarter
Australia”: https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/images/downloads/
Cost-benefitper cent20analysis_brochure.pdf
2 L Huntsman, 2008. “Determinants of quality in childcare:
A review of the research evidence” NSW Department of Community
Services, Centre for Parenting & Research. http://www.community.
nsw.gov. au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/321617/research_
qualitychildcare.pdf
3 Timothy W. Curby, Jennifer LoCasale-Crouch, Timothy R. Konold,
Robert C. Pianta, Carollee Howes, Margaret Burchinal, Donna
Bryant, Richard Clifford, Diane Early & Oscar Barbarin (2009) The
Relations of Observed Pre-K Classroom Quality Profiles to Children’s
Achievement and Social Competence, Early Education and
Development, 20:2, 346-372, DOI: 10.1080/10409280802581284
4 Taggart, Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, & Siraj, 2015; Vermeer, van
Ijzendoorn, Cárcamo, & Harrison, 2016
5 L Huntsman, 2008. “Determinants of quality in childcare:
A review of the research evidence” NSW Department of Community
Services, Centre for Parenting & Research. http://www.community.
nsw.gov. au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/321617/research_
qualitychildcare.pdf
6 Australian Government Jobs Outlook for Early Childhood
Teachers (Accessed July 2019)
https://joboutlook.gov.au/
Occupation?search=Industry&Industry=P&code=2411
7 Megan O’Connell, The Conversation 2019, “One-third of all
preschool centres could be without a trained teacher in four years,
if we do nothing”: https://theconversation-com.cdn.ampproject.
org/c/s/theconversation.com/amp/one-third-of-all-preschoolcentres-could-be-without-a-trained-teacher-in-four-years-if-we-donothing-120099
8 Or ‘suitably qualified person’

The program will be informed by consideration of the key
challenges at each stage of the upskill journey, from awareness
to university course completion, and will tailor support to
meet individual needs.

9 ACECQA National Quality Framework, https://www.acecqa.gov.
au/qualification-requirements/additional-staffing-requirement1-january-2020
10 11 Social Research Centre, ANU 2017, “2016 Early Childhood
Education and Care National Workforce Census”, https://docs.
education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/2016_ecec_nwc_
national_report_sep_2017_0.pdf

Future Tracks would like to thank the organisations and
individuals who participated in the interviews, focus groups
and surveys.

24 Upskilling in early childhood education Opportunities for the current workforce

12 Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority
2017, “National Report on Schooling in Australia”: https://www.
acara.edu.au/reporting/national-report-on-schooling-in-australiadata-portal/teacher-education#dataset
13 Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 2017,
“Initial Teacher education Data Report 2017”

14 Irvine, S., Thorpe, K., McDonald, P., Lunn, J., & Sumsion, J.,
(2016, May). Money, Love and Identity: Initial findings from the
National ECEC Workforce Study. Summary report from the national
ECEC Workforce Development Policy Workshop, Brisbane,
Queensland: QUT.
15 16 Social Research Centre, ANU 2017, “2016 Early Childhood
Education and Care National Workforce Census”: https://docs.
education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/2016_ecec_nwc_
national_report_sep_2017_0.pdf
17 dandolopartner’s stakeholder consultations and qualitative
research findings
18 Social Research Centre, ANU 2017, “2016 Early Childhood
Education and Care National Workforce Census”: https://docs.
education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/2016_ecec_nwc_
national_report_sep_2017_0.pdf
19 20 dandolopartners survey 2019
21 Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 2017,
“Initial Teacher education Data Report 2017”
22 Megan O’Connell, The Conversation 2019, “One-third of all
preschool centres could be without a trained teacher in four years,
if we do nothing”: https://theconversation-com.cdn.ampproject.
org/c/s/theconversation.com/amp/one-third-of-all-preschoolcentres-could-be-without-a-trained-teacher-in-four-years-if-we-donothing-120099
23 Bretherton T 2010, ‘Developing the child care workforce:
Understanding ‘fight’ or ‘flight’ amongst workers’, NCVER.
24 25 Grattan Institute 2018, “University attrition: what helps and
what hinders university completion?”: https://grattan.edu.au/
wp-content/uploads/2018/04/University-attrition-background.pdf
26 Moss, P. (2006) ‘Structures, Understandings and Discourses:
Possibilities for Re-Envisioning the Early Childhood Worker’,
Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 7(1), pp. 30–41.
27 dandolo partners survey 2019
28 NSW Department of Education, “Early Childhood Education:
Workforce Issues in Australian and International Contexts”
(accessed August 2019) https://education.nsw.gov.au/media/ecec/
pdf-documents/2017/Workforce-Literature-Review.pdf
29 dandolo partners survey 2019
30 Assumptions behind the cost benefit analysis of primary school
teachers is similar to the assumptions listed on page 8
31 dandolopartners survey 2019. Particpants were asked to rate the
top three biggest motivators for upskilling, hence percentages do
not total 100%.

