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GOODSTART STATE BUDGET SUBMISISON 2025-26

INVESTING IN OUR CHILDREN IS INVESTING IN QUEENSLAND'’S FUTURE

Goodstart Early Learning (Goodstart) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the
2025-26 Queensland State Budget and strongly supports the Government’'s commitment
to free kindergarten and a strong early learning system. We also commend the Ministers
early achievements including steps taken to deliver the Government’s $27.5 million
commitment to universal vision, hearing, and speech checks for kindergarten children,
and the release of the Statement of Shared Commitment — Every Interaction Counts to
foster a child-safe culture across all ECEC services.

As Australia’s largest not-for-profit social enterprise and Australia’s largest non-government
provider of kindergarten programs, we support more than 61,000 children from 51,000
families across 653 centres located across every state and territory each year. In
Queensland alone, Goodstart has 213 centres and provides early learning and care for
18,230 children and 15,425 families.

Our purpose is to ensure that all children, regardless of their background, location, or
circumstances, have access to high-quality, inclusive early learning. Research consistently
demonstrates that early learning is one of the most powerful investments governments
can make, delivering lifelong benefits for children, their families, and the broader
economy.

At a time when Queensland faces workforce shortages, a declining birthrate, and an
ageing population, investing in early learning is a smart economic decision. It strengthens
the future workforce, enables greater workforce participation, and reduces long-term
costs associated with student disengagement and social disadvantage.

While Queensland has made significant progress in recent years, critical gaps remain that,
if left unaddressed, will impact school readiness, workforce participation, and long-term
economic outcomes. Without continued action, these children are more likely to struggle
academically, fail to complete Year 12, and face economic and social disadvantage.

The case for investment is clear:

e Children who do not attend ECEC are twice as likely to start school
developmentally vulnerable (40.7% vs 20.3%).’

e Children who start school developmentally vulnerable tend not to achieve
minimum NAPLAN standards in literacy and numeracy, and rarely improve,
highlighting the need for effective early identification and interventions for children
with learning difficulties.2

! Productivity Commission (2025) Report on Government Services Table 3A.38 based on the AEDC 2021
2 Adams, E et al (2020) Student achievement against national minimum standards for reading and numeracy in Years 3, 5, 7
and 9: A regression discontinuity analysis Aust. Jnl of Social Issues 2020 hitps://doi.org/10.1002/ajs4.124




e Students who do well throughout school are more likely to complete Year 12 and
transition smoothly from education to employment. Developing strong reading and
numeracy skills are key. 34

e Increasing participation of children from disadvantaged background in quality
ECEC will treble the economic benefit from increasing women's workforce
participation alone.s

e The long term costs of not intervening early to improve a child’s outcomes vastly
outweighs the cost of early intervention, with recent research showing that
participation in high quality ECEC by children experiencing disadvantage reduce
the likelihood of their involvement in youth crime by 56%.67 The OECD's latest report
on ECEC shows those who attend high-quality ECEC are more likely to succeed in
school and secure good jobs, and less likely to engage in crime or rely on social
welfare 8

Queensland now has an opportunity to leverage significant Commonwealth investments
in the early years to deliver even better results for Queensland children and families —
including the commitment to provide a minimum of three days entittement to ECEC to all
children, a 15% wages subsidy for early childhood educators and teachers and a $1billion
Building Early Education Fund to expand access to high-quality programs for all children,
strengthen workforce supply and improve continuity of learning.

To prioritise early learning as a foundation for lifelong success and economic growth, and
ensure every Queensland child gets the best possible start in life, we make the following
recommendations to Government for consideration in the 2025-26 Budget:

3 Brinkman, S., et al (2013) Associations Between the Early Development Instrument at Age 5, and Reading and Numeracy
Skills at Ages 8, 10 and 12: a Prospective Linked Data Study Child Ind Res (2013) 6:695-708 DOI 10.1007/s12187-013-9189-3; He
VY, et al (2021) Pathways to school success: Self-regulation and executive function, preschool attendance and early
academic achievement of children in the Northern Territory. PLoS ONE 16(11): e0259857
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0259857

4Semo R., et al (2024) Is the die cast? Investigating the relationship between prior academic achievement and tertiary
entrance performance, NCVER 2024 https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED658250.pdf

5 Price Waterhouse Coopers (2014) Putting a value on early childhood education and care in Australia, Melbourne
https://www.pwc.com.au/pdf/putting-value-on-ecec.pdf; The Front Project/Price Waterhouse Coopers (2019) Economic
Analysis of universal early childhood education in the year before school, Melbourne
https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/impact-foundry/research/economic-analysis

¢ William Teager, Stacey Fox and Neil Stafford, How Australia can invest early and return more: A new look at the $15b cost
and opportunity. Early Intervention Foundation, The Front Project and Colab at the Telethon Kids Institute, Australia, 2019
https://www.thefrontproject.org.au/impact-foundry/research/the-cost-of-late-intervention

7 https://theconversation.com/we-tried-a-different-preschool-curriculum-to-prevent-youth-crime-checking-in-20-years-later-
it-worked-235888

8 OECD (2025), Reducing Inequalities by Investing in Early Childhood Education and Care, Starting Strong, OECD Publishing,
Paris, hitps://doi.ora/10.1787/b78f8b25-en.




SUMMARY RECOMMENDATIONS

1.

Work with the sector to develop a phased pathway to expand kindergarten programs,
increasing to 30hrs per week for all four-year-olds and introducing a minimum of 15
hours for all three-year-olds. In doing so, implementation should build on the existing 30-
hour offer in discrete communities and prioritise uptake by vulnerable children.

Review and adjust kindy funding guidelines to support continuity and stability in
kindergarten programs, ensuring more children can attend consecutive days in a
single setting. Strong safeguards against unethical provider behaviour should continue
to be provided through existing oversight mechanisms, such as the Kindy hotline.

Continue the Government’'s commitment to universal health checks and the Kindy
Uplift program, ensuring that funding remains targeted, sustainable, and sufficient to
provide high-quality screening, inclusion supports, and workforce capability-building.
Over time, consideration can be given to expanding both programs to benefit younger
children, particularly in communities with high levels of developmental vulnerability.

Continue and expand targeted workforce initiatives to address critical shortages in
early childhood education, including relocation incentives, improved qualification
pathways, enhanced skilled migration support, and better regulation of supply, with a
focus on regional and high-need areas.

If you would like any further information about the contents of this submission, please
contact:

Kate Gilvear
National Social Policy Manager
E: kqgilvear@goodstart.org.au




RECOMMENDATIONS IN DETAIL

Unlocking potential by boosting access to kindergarten for Queensland'’s children

The Queensland Government has committed to delivering a fresh start in education,
empowering educators, and improving educational outcomes and NAPLAN results. One
of the most effective ways to achieve this is by expanding access to two years of high-
quality kindergarten, ensuring Queensland children enter school ready to learn and thrive.

The maijority of Queensland’s three-year-olds are already attending early childhood
education and care (74.7% in 2024), yet unlike in other states, there is no investment in
Queensland to ensure they receive a high-quality kindergarten program led by a qualified
teacher.? Other states, notably Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia, are seeing
benefits from developing pathways for children to access up to 30 hours (five days) of
early learning in the two years before school.

Queensland children deserve the same opportunities to access affordable, high quality
early learning and start school on track and ready to succeed, but outside of the highly
targeted pilot in some First Nations communities, the Queensland funded kindergarten
offer has remained at 15 hours a week in only the year before school since 2009. There is
accumulating evidence that this is not enough to ensure children are developmentally on
frack when they enter school.

The consequences are clear - Queensland continues to have high rates of developmental
vulnerability, with the latest Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) showing that
only 50% of Queensland children are developmentally on track when they start school.
The challenge is even greater for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, with only
33.8% meeting key developmental milestones.’© Children who start school
developmentally vulnerable often do not catch up. This is then reflected in the poor results
that children in Queensland schools achieve in later NAPLAN assessment in reading and
numeracy compared to other states.

Investing in early childhood education aligns with the government's commitment to
empower educators and improve educational outcomes. International and Australian
research now confirms that higher doses of early learning improve school readiness,
literacy, numeracy, and long-term academic outcomes. The 2024 OECD Starting Strong
Report highlights that countries investing in two years of high-quality preschool see better
cognitive and social development outcomes, particularly for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds.!”

Another major OECD study by Balladares & Kankaras in 2020 found that:

e Children who attended ECEC from age 2-3 scored significantly higher in reading
(+55.1 points), maths (+48.4 points), and science (+49.7 points) at age 15 than those
who started later.

e The optfimal weekly attendance for academic success is 20-40 hours—higher than
Queensland’s current commitments. (This has implications for children in low-

? Report on Government Services, 2025.
10 Australian Early Development Census National Report 2021, https://www.aedc.gov.au/resources/detail/2021-aedc-

national-report
11 (OECD, 2025)




income households who are likely to benefit the most but may be least likely to
aftend.)

e Early learning benefits persist across all socioeconomic groups, making it a key
driver of equity.12

Beyond education, high-quality early learning is a critical workforce enabler. The
Australian Institute of Family Studies finds that access to affordable helps parents—
especially mothers—return to work, boosting household incomes and economic
productivity. Expanding access to two years of kindergarten would therefore support
Queensland’s workforce participation and productivity, enabling more parents,
particularly mothers, to engage in paid work while knowing their children are receiving the
best possible start.

Goodstart appreciates that it is a major policy shift o consider increasing the funded
preschool entitlement from 15 to 30 hours and from one year to two years in Queensland.
It won't happen overnight. But we would encourage the State Government to start
engaging with the sector and the Commonwealth about the pathway towards such an
offer. That pathway might include discussion with the sector about current latent capacity
to expand access, the challenges of an adequate workforce to deliver it, and how supply
can be expanded in underserviced communities. It might also consider staging that builds
on the current 30hr pilot in discrete communities to prioritise access for children in highly
disadvantaged communities (as South Australia and Tasmania have done).

With the Commonwealth increasing Child Care Subsidy (CCS) entitlements from 12 to 36
hours per week commencing in 2026, funding a 15% wage subsidy for tfeachers and
educators, and offering capital funding to establish new services in underserviced
communities the time has never been better for Queensland to develop a blueprint for
expanding preschool programs.

Recommendation 1

Work with the sector to develop a phased pathway to expand kindergarten entitiements,
increasing to 30hrs per week for all four-year-olds and intfroducing a minimum of 15 hours
for all three-year-olds. In doing so, implementation should build on the existing 30-hour
offer in discrete communities to prioritise uptake by children experiencing vulnerability.

12 Balladares, J. & Kankaras, M. 2020, Attendance in Early Childhood Education and Care Programmes and Academic
Proficiencies at Age 15, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 214, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, hitps://one.ocecd.org/document/EDU/WKP%282020%292/En/pdf.




Reducing fragmentation in kindergarten education: The case for continuity in learning

The Premier’s Charter Letter has tasked the Minister for Education with ensuring that the
existing Free Kindy program is delivered effectively across Queensland but the current
model is unintentionally reinforcing family-level decisions to split their child’s kindergarten
aftendance across multiple providers, creating fragmented learning experiences.

Under the existing guidelines:

o Funding is automatically preferenced to sessional kindergartens, even when a child
attends both a sessional and a long day care (LDC) program, and even where the
sessional service may have a lower quality rating than the LDC program.

e LDC providers cannot preference funded enrolments, sometimes making it harder
to offer children consecutive days of kindergarten in a single setting.

While we understand the historic basis for these arrangements, going back to 2009 when
many Queensland children were not attending preschool at all, and fewer mothers were
in the workforce, the next iteration of preschool policy in Queensland and in Australia must
acknowledge that landscape has shifted. Most children and families now require more
than 2 days of early learning fo meet developmental needs (as outlined above) and/ or
support workforce participation. The effect of 2-day p/week policy settings, and of these
provisions in the Queensland guidelines is to force LDC kindy providers to accept un-
funded kindy children. Additionally, it sometimes means accepting children for only 1 day
a week which has limited-to-zero educational benefit.

The impacts are not theoretical. Goodstart has heard from families and educators who
struggled with these policies in real-time throughout 2024. A Director in Central
Queensland, for example, reported that the existing rules made it difficult to offer funded
children consecutive kindergarten days, because other families chose to attend a
sessional kindergarten and book ‘top up’ days with our service — which we are obliged to
provide under the current guidelines. This is not just logistically challenging for providers—it
directly affects children’s ability to build strong, stable relationships with their tfeachers and
peers.

There is growing recognition in Australia that this kind of fragmentation is not in the best
interests of children. Research shows that consistent relationships with educators are key to
emotional security, cognitive development, and school readiness.!3 International early
childhood expert Carla Rinaldi has warned that splitting preschool programs across
multiple settings can disrupt the protective factors essential for children’s wellbeing and
education.! This issue was also recognised by the Commonwealth Productivity
Commission last year, with Commissioners questioning why policymakers tolerate
fragmented early learning experiences when they would never accept similar disruptions
in primary school education.

A family survey we conducted for the recent South Australian Royal Commission into Early
Learning also found that if cost was not a factor, 63% of parents would choose @
kindergarten within an LDC for the stability and flexibility it provides.

13 (OECD, 2025)
1#Rinaldi, C (2013) Reimagining Childhood: The inspiration of Reggio Emilia education principles in South Australia,
https://reimaginingchildhood.com/app/uploads/2018/10/reimagining-childhood.pdf




The Free Kindy program in Queensland has removed financial barriers that previously
pushed families to fragment their child’s learning across different settings. The next step is
to adjust funding policies to support continuity of learning—ensuring children can attend a
single, high-quality program with consistent educators and peers. We hope this will also be
a priority during the upcoming national renegotiation of the Preschool Reform Agreement.

Recommendation 2

Review and adjust kindy guidelines to support continuity and stability in kindergarten
programs, ensuring more children can attend consecutive days in a single setting. Strong
safeguards against unethical provider behaviour should continue to be provided through
existing oversight mechanisms, such as the Kindy hotline.

Strengthening early childhood screening and system responses to improve early
intervention, inclusion and quality

Early identification and intervention are key to ensuring all children start school
developmentally on frack. That is why Goodstart welcomes the LNP's $27.5 million
commitment to universal vision, hearing, and speech checks for kindergarten children.
These checks provide a critical foundation for identifying developmental challenges early,
giving children the best chance of success as they transition to school.

Developmental vulnerability cuts across the socio-economic landscape, affecting
children in all communities, although it can be concentrated in areas of high
disadvantage. When children are identified as requiring additional support, it is essential
that services are equipped to respond effectively. Without adequate supports, early
diagnoses can become missed opportunities—resulting in poorer long-term educational
and social outcomes.

Kindy Uplift has been a game changer for service providers in Queensland, significantly
improving early intervention, workforce capability, and inclusion. This targeted funding has
already delivered measurable benefits across our network, enabling services to provide
professional development, inclusion supports, and evidence-based programs that
improve outcomes for children, particularly those experiencing vulnerability.

Goodstart has been a leader in leveraging Kindy Uplift funding to implement innovative,
evidence-based programs, including the first systematic rollout of Circle of Security
Classroom (COS-C) in Australia. The success of this program has been so significant that it
has been showcased across all Circle of Security International media platforms.
Additionally, Kindy Uplift has enabled centres to access cultural awareness and
reconciliation training, trauma-informed professional development, and tailored inclusion
supports—all of which have strengthened child outcomes and workforce capability.

We see a valuable opportunity to expand the benefits of both the LNP's universal health
checks and Kindy Upliftf funding to younger cohorts over time. By extending
developmental screening and early intervention funding over time to children prior to
kindergarten, particularly in highly disadvantaged communities, more children could have
their needs identified and addressed earlier, improving lifelong learning outcomes.




Recommendation 3

Continue the Government’'s commitment to universal health checks and the Kindy Uplift
program, ensuring that funding remains targeted, sustainable, and sufficient to provide
high-quality screening, inclusion supports, and workforce capability-building. Over time,
consideration can be given to expanding both programs to benefit younger children,
particularly in communities with high levels of developmental vulnerability.

Workforce shortages are improving nationally but Queensland faces unique challenges

After years of persistent workforce shortages, vacancy rates in the sector across Australia
are finally starting to ease but are still much higher than pre-COVID levels. Nationally,
vacancies for educators have dropped 19% and early childhood teachers by 33% in
January 2025 compared with a year ago, the best numbers in three years.

But oddly Queensland is still performing worse than other states. Vacancies for educators
are down just 2.6% on the very high level of a year ago, and teacher vacancies are down
by 19%, much less than NSW or Victoria. Our services in many regional areas are sfill
reporting severe workforce shortages, with Townsville a particular pinchpoint.

Table 1. Year on year reduction in vacancies - January 2025

State Educator vacancies reduction Teacher vacancy reductions
NSW 25.8% 29.5%
VIC 31.2% 45.1%
QLD 2.6% 19.1%
SA 9.7% 50.0%
WA 20.0% 15.9%
AUST 19.1% 32.9%

(Source: Jobs Skills Australia, Internet vacancies index)

In regional Queensland, the high cost of housing—driven in part by competition with the
mining sector—has exacerbated workforce shortages by pushing up rental costs and
limiting affordable accommodation for educators. However, these challenges are not
confined to regional areas. Across our South-East Queensland South network, vacancies
increased to 139 in late 2024, up from 129 in 2023, highlighting the statewide nature of the
issue. Average vacancies per Goodstart centre across Queensland are now 2.1 and rising,
compared to the national average of 1.6 per centre, which is in decline. Goodstart’s
Queensland’s attrition rates also remain above national levels, with a decrease from 31%
to 26.7% compared to a national decrease from 25.5% to 20.9% during the same period.

Queensland’s ECEC workforce crisis was many years in the making and will not be solved
overnight. For example, between 2020 and 2022, early childhood teaching course
completions rose 46% in NSW and 26% in VIC but fell 19% in QLD. The new investments into
workforce by the Queensland Government and the Commonwealth are making a
significant difference — enrolments in Certificate Il courses are up considerably and the
uptake on scholarships to undertake teaching courses have been very positive. But too
many students do not complete their courses, with inadequate supervision, mentoring and
support in highly stretched, understaffed centres a significant factor.




The lowest hanging fruit to address workforce shortages may be to improve the
completion rate of Certificate Ill, Diploma and Bachelor courses. Goodstart would
encourage the Government to engage with both education providers and employers
about what can be done to improve completion rates.

What can Queensland do?

Queensland has made great progress with targeted investments in workforce
development in recent years, action is needed now to sustain momentum and address
the state’s specific challenges.

1. Expand existing workforce programs

Continue and expand successful initiatives like the Queensland Qualifications
Pathways program.

Broaden relocation incentive programs for Early Childhood Teachers (ECTs) and
include educators, with flexible eligibility to redirect support across regions in
response to emerging needs and subsidise rent in high-cost locations. For example,
the ARIA preschool subsidy was valuable in attracting and retaining an ECT to
Townsville in 2024, but the subsidy could not be redirected to support emerging and
ongoing challenges in Mackay and Rockhampton which are not eligible.

Keep funding two student-free days annually for all kindergarten programs,
supporting program quality and professional development, including to ensure
teachers and educators are aware of the child safety obligations.

Work with education providers and employers on measures to improve course
completion rates.

Establish an ECEC Workforce Hotspots Taskforce to work with the sector, the
business community, the Commonwealth and across the whole of State
Government to address workforce supply in hotspots, starting with Townsville. Every
unfilled educator role means 15 other workers unable to work, and Townsville has
hundreds of them. Educator shortages represent a major challenge to economic
productivity in many regional centres.

2. Make it easier to upgrade existing qualifications and develop leadership skills

Many educators with older Certificate lll qualifications cannot access a cost-
effective solution to upgrade their cert via Recognised Prior Learning (RPL), unless
they access Fee Free TAFE options. Expanding Fee-Free TAFE programs to include
other registered training organisations (RTOs) would provide more accessible RPL
pathways, regardless of location.

Centre Directors and Assistant Directors play a critical role in managing and leading
ECEC services, but may not have formal qualifications in leadership or
management. Infroducing subsidised leadership and management qualifications
for the ECEC sector would improve attraction and retention of current and aspiring
leaders.
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3. Strengthen Migration Pathways

Expand skilled migration initiatives, taking inspiration from Victoria's successful
Skilled Visa Nomination Program to attract and retain ECEC professionals.

Visa sponsorship costs for ECEC range from $4,000 to $7,000 per employee and
present a significant financial barrier - Townsville charges one of the highest fees of
any DAMA in the nation despite chronic workforce shortages. Subsidising visa
application costs would attract more skilled educators to Queensland, particularly
in regional and underserved communities.

Collaborate with the Commonwealth to align state programs with federal visa
pathways for seamless integration and broader reach.

4. Play a stronger role in regulating supply

Both the ACCC and NSW IPART inquiries confirmed oversupply in some areas drives
up fees for families and destabilises the sector by conftributing to churn in the
workforce and undersupply in other, often more vulnerable communities. A
comprehensive review of regulatory and planning levers, informed by successful
national and international models, would help address imbalances in Queensland
and support sustainable growth in ECEC and kindergarten services.

At the very least, the Queensland Government, in partnership with the
Commonwealth, could publish real time data on demand and supply across the
State, better informing investment decisions on new services.

The Queensland Government should be gearing up to work with providers, local
governments and the philanthropy sector to leverage the $1 billion Building Early
Education Fund to expand supply of early learning in underserved rural and remote
communities. Goodstart would welcome the opportunity to work with the State on
making the fund go as far as possible to improve access for Queensland children.

Recommendation 4

Continue and expand targeted workforce initiatives to address critical shortages in early
childhood education, including relocation incentives, improved qualification pathways,
enhanced skilled migration support, and better regulation of supply, with a focus on
regional and high-need areas.

If you would like any further information about the contents of this submission, please
contact:

Kate Gilvear
National Social Policy Manager
E: kgilvear@goodstart.org.au
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