
 

 

T h e  A u d i t o r - G e n e r a l  
Audit Report No.10 2011–12 

Performance Audit 

Administration of the National Partnership 
on Early Childhood Education 

 

 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A u s t r a l i a n  N a t i o n a l  A u d i t  O f f i c e  

 



 

 

ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
 
2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   
  © Commonwealth 

of Australia 2011 
 
ISSN 1036–7632 
 
ISBN  0 642 81215 2 

   
 
 
COPYRIGHT INFORMATION 
 
This work is copyright. Apart from 
any use as permitted under the 
Copyright Act 1968, no part may be 
reproduced by any process without 
prior written permission from the 
Commonwealth.  
 
 
Requests and inquiries concerning 
reproduction and rights should be 
addressed to:  
 
Executive Director 
Corporate Management Branch 
Australian National Audit Office 
19 National Circuit 
BARTON ACT 2600 
 
Or via email: 
webmaster@anao.gov.au 
 



 

 

ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
 
2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   
  © Commonwealth 

of Australia 2011 
 
ISSN 1036–7632 
 
ISBN  0 642 81215 2 

   
 
 
COPYRIGHT INFORMATION 
 
This work is copyright. Apart from 
any use as permitted under the 
Copyright Act 1968, no part may be 
reproduced by any process without 
prior written permission from the 
Commonwealth.  
 
 
Requests and inquiries concerning 
reproduction and rights should be 
addressed to:  
 
Executive Director 
Corporate Management Branch 
Australian National Audit Office 
19 National Circuit 
BARTON ACT 2600 
 
Or via email: 
webmaster@anao.gov.au 
 

 
 

ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 

 
3 

Canberra ACT 
3 November 2011 
 
Dear Mr President 
Dear Mr Speaker 
 
 
The Australian National Audit Office has undertaken an independent 
performance audit in the Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations in accordance with the authority contained in the 
Auditor-General Act 1997. I present the report of this audit and the 
accompanying brochure to the Parliament. The report is titled 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood 
Education. 
 
Following its presentation and receipt, the report will be placed on the 
Australian National Audit Office’s Homepage—http://www.anao.gov.au. 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
 
Ian McPhee  
Auditor-General 
 
 
The Honourable the President of the Senate 
The Honourable the Speaker of the House of Representatives 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 
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Glossary 

Bilateral 
agreement 

An  agreement  between  the Commonwealth and  a  state  or 
territory  providing  specific  performance  benchmarks  and 
specific  implementation  arrangements,  such  as  reporting 
and  governance.  The  bilateral  agreements  provide 
additional  detail  to  the  arrangements  described  in  the 
NP ECE. 

Data Capability 
Report 

A  report  provided  by  states  and  territories  to  DEEWR 
which provides details of the specific data sources and data 
values used as the basis of performance reporting under the 
NP ECE. 

Early childhood  The period from birth to age eight years. 

Early childhood 
education and 
care 

Incorporates  child  care  and/or  standalone  preschool  for 
children  between  birth  and  five  years  of  age.  Services  are 
delivered  through  the  government  or  non‐government 
sectors, where  the  latter  includes  community  and  private, 
for profit and not for profit providers. 

Early childhood 
education 
program 

An alternative term to a ‘preschool program’. 

Enrolment (in 
relation to ECE) 

Enrolment  means  a  child  is  on  the  ‘roll’  for  a  preschool 
program, regardless of where that program is accessed.  

Indigenous  People  who  identify  as  Aboriginal  and/or  Torres  Strait 
Islander. 

Outcomes  The  results,  impacts  or  consequence  of  actions  by  the 
Australian Government on the Australian community. 

Preschool 
program 

A  structured,  play‐based  early  childhood  education 
program. Alternative terms currently used for preschool in 
some  jurisdictions  include  ‘kindergarten’,  ‘pre‐prep’  and 
‘reception’. 
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Program 
delegate 

The person authorised by a jurisdiction to lodge reports and 
take related actions in relation to the NP ECE. 

Quality (in 
relation to ECE) 

A  service  (child  care  and/or  standalone  preschool)  is 
provided in accordance with current quality assurance and 
regulatory requirements. 

Report on 
Government 
Services 

A  report  prepared  annually  by  the  Productivity 
Commission  which  contains  performance  information  on 
15 broad service areas (including early childhood education 
and  care)  delivered  by  Australian  governments.  The 
services  reported  on  have  similar  objectives  across 
jurisdictions  (lending  themselves  to  comparative 
performance  reporting);  and  they  make  an  important 
contribution to the community and/or economy. 

Universal access 
(to Early 
Childhood 
Education) 

A  commitment  expressed  by  COAG  in  the  National 
Partnership  Agreement  on  Early  Childhood  Education, 
which covers issues of access, quality, cost and duration for 
children in the year before school. Some public information 
issued  by  DEEWR  and  others  (such  as  brochures  and 
publicity material)  related  to  the NP ECE  is  issued  giving 
prominence to the term universal access. 
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Summary 
Introduction 
1. The  Commonwealth,  state  and  territory  governments  have 
acknowledged that high quality early childhood services help give children the 
best  possible  start  in  life,  and  help  parents  to  be  active  participants  in  the 
workforce  and  in  community  life.1 However, many Australian  children have 
not had access to preschool programs.2  

2. There  are  a  variety  of  approaches  to  delivering  preschool  programs 
across  Australia.  For  example,  in  some  jurisdictions  preschool  is  mainly 
delivered  as  part  of  the  school  system,  while  in  others  there  is  significant 
provision  of  preschool  by  government  funded  community  groups  and  in 
childcare centres.  

3. The average hours per week of preschool offered in 2008 varied across 
jurisdictions  from  10  to  13  hours.  The  rate  of  enrolment  in  preschool  also 
varied  considerably:  some  jurisdictions  had  enrolment  at  or  in  excess  of 
95 per cent; several had enrolment from 80 to 90 percent; and Queensland, due 
to the introduction of a preparatory year of school  in 2007, had an enrolment 
rate of 29 per cent.  

National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
4. To help provide universal access to preschool programs by 2013 and 
to continue improvements in service quality, in November 2008 the Council of 
Australian  Governments  (COAG)  agreed  to  a National  Partnership  on  Early 
Childhood Education (NP ECE). The main features of this agreement are: 

• The  Commonwealth  provides  the  states  and  territories  with  new 
funding of $970 million over five years commencing 2008–09. 

• The states and territories arrange delivery of expanded early childhood 
education with  the new Commonwealth  funding and,  at  a minimum, 

                                                 
1  Adapted from paragraph 8 of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education. 
2  For example, the 2011 Report on Government Services indicates that in 2009–10, an estimated 

68 per cent of children nationally, in the year before commencement of full time schooling, were enrolled 
in state and territory government funded and/or provided preschools. 
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maintain their own contribution. In 2007–08 states and territories spent 
some $565 million on preschool. 

• At  the  commencement,  and  subsequently  on  acceptance  of  regular 
progress  reports,  the  Commonwealth  transfers  agreed  funds  to  the 
states and territories. The payments are lower initially during the early 
implementation phase, and increase to $450 million in 2012–13. 

5. The  key  outcome  sought  for  the  NP  ECE  is  that  in  the  year  before 
formal  schooling  all  children  have  access  to  an  affordable,  quality  preschool 
program.3  

6. The  specific  goals  of  the  NP ECE  are  that:  children  have  universal 
access to a preschool program for 15 hours per week, 40 weeks per year; and 
preschool programs are delivered across a range of settings4 at a cost which is 
not  a  barrier  to  access,  by  teachers who  are  four‐year  university  trained  and 
early childhood qualified. The NP ECE goal of universal access is measured by 
a target enrolment rate of 95 per cent, on the basis that enrolment is voluntary. 
The NP ECE also includes specific targets of 95 per cent for the enrolment rates 
for disadvantaged and Indigenous children. 

7. Achieving universal access to early childhood education by 2013 is a 
challenging goal. The combined effect of higher enrolment rates, higher hours 
per  week  and  population  growth  implies  an  approximately  60 per cent 
increase over five years in the total number of hours of enrolment by children 
in preschool programs.5 

8. The NP ECE defined  six  specific  performance  indicators  to measure 
progress  towards  the  agreed outcome.  In  addition,  through  the NP ECE,  the 
Commonwealth,  state  and  territory  governments  resolved  that  a 
comprehensive national evaluation would be undertaken throughout the life of 
the agreement.  

                                                 
3  The NP ECE defines a preschool program as structured, play-based early childhood education. 

Alternative terms for preschool in some jurisdictions include ‘kindergarten’, ‘pre-prep’ and ‘reception’. It is 
also useful to note that preschool programs may be delivered in a childcare centre, by providing specific 
activities in addition to standard child care. 

4  For example, some families may find ECE delivered through child care is more accessible, while other 
families may find that school-based ECE is more accessible. 

5  ANAO analysis of the 2008 starting points reported by states and territories in their NP ECE Data 
Capability Reports, compared to the NP ECE goals. 
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3  The NP ECE defines a preschool program as structured, play-based early childhood education. 

Alternative terms for preschool in some jurisdictions include ‘kindergarten’, ‘pre-prep’ and ‘reception’. It is 
also useful to note that preschool programs may be delivered in a childcare centre, by providing specific 
activities in addition to standard child care. 

4  For example, some families may find ECE delivered through child care is more accessible, while other 
families may find that school-based ECE is more accessible. 

5  ANAO analysis of the 2008 starting points reported by states and territories in their NP ECE Data 
Capability Reports, compared to the NP ECE goals. 
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9. The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
(DEEWR)  has  broad  policy  responsibility  for  improved  access  to  quality 
services that support early childhood learning and care for children. In terms 
of the NP ECE, DEEWR’s major responsibilities were to: work with states and 
territories  to develop bilateral agreements under the National Partnership for 
ministerial  consideration;  lead  development  of  a  national  Aboriginal  and 
Torres Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy; and undertake ongoing roles 
such as assessing progress and providing advice to the Minister. 

10. The  NP ECE  is  one  of  some  20  national  partnerships  agreed  to  by 
COAG since 2008. This national partnership approach to program delivery and 
reform was  introduced  as  one  aspect  of  broader  reforms  to  federal  financial 
relations. Significant funding is now provided through national partnerships—
for example approximately $17 billion in 2010–11.6 

Audit objective, criteria and scope 
11. The  audit  objective  was  to  assess  the  effectiveness  of  DEEWR’s 
administration of the initial phases of the NP ECE. The high‐level criteria used 
to make this assessment were the appropriateness of DEEWR’s: 

• establishment  of  a  sound  foundation  for  implementation,  including 
implementation  plans,  monitoring  arrangements  and  an  Indigenous 
strategy for universal access; and 

• ongoing  monitoring  and  support  activities,  including  assessing 
progress  reports,  making  payments,  maintaining  relationships, 
improving data quality and public reporting. 

12. The audit report summarises the progress reported by the states and 
territories  in  relation  to  the NP ECE. The  report  also  includes  case  studies of 
preschools and childcare centres which have expanded services because of the 
NP ECE.  

13. The  audit  did  not  independently  assess  the  rate  of  progress  by 
jurisdictions,  or  assess  the  adequacy  of  funding.  These  issues  are  considered 
separately  by  reviews  and  evaluations  reporting  to  the  relevant  COAG 

                                                 
6  Commonwealth of Australia, Portfolio Budget Statements 2010-11 Treasury Portfolio, Commonwealth of 

Australia , Australia, 2010, p. 52. 
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ministerial  committee.  The  audit  also  did  not  assess  the  specific  use  of  the 
NP ECE funding by states and territories. 

14. The  main  component  of  the  ANAO’s  fieldwork  was  conducted  in 
DEEWR’s  National  Office  in  Canberra.  The  ANAO  visited  five  state  and 
territory agencies  for discussions about  the partnership approach adopted by 
DEEWR.  

Overall conclusion 
15. The goal  of providing universal  access  to  early  childhood education 
by 2013 has the potential to make a real difference to the lives of many children 
and their families. The goal represents a substantial increase in the availability 
of  preschool  programs,  and  is  being  pursued  though  a  partnership  between 
the Commonwealth, as a significant new funder, and the states and territories 
with responsibility to manage service delivery and also as significant funders. 
The most  significant  increases  in  preschool  programs,  and  78 per cent  of  the 
total  Commonwealth  funding  of  $970 million,  are  planned  for  the  final  two 
years of the NP ECE, 2011–12 and 2012–13. 

16. For the first two years of the NP ECE, up to December 2010, states and 
territories  predominantly  report  that  progress  is  as  planned,  or  better,  in 
increasing  preschool  enrolment  rates  and  the  number  of  hours  offered  per 
week.  In  this  regard,  the  preschool  enrolment  rate  in  New  South  Wales  is 
reasonably high but increasing more slowly than planned7; and in Queensland 
the  rate  is  low  but  increasing  as  planned.  Mixed  results  are  reported  for 
increasing preschool  enrolments  for  disadvantaged  and  Indigenous  children, 
with  some  jurisdictions  ahead  and  some  behind  plan,  and  with  some 
uncertainty in the data.  

17. Overall, DEEWR’s administration of the initial phases of the NP ECE 
has  been  effective.  Initial  planning  was  generally  sound—although  the 
preparation  of  an  Indigenous  universal  access  strategy  was  slower  than 
desirable—and ongoing administration has been well managed. This provides 
a good foundation for DEEWR to further develop its administrative approach 

                                                 
7  In response to the draft audit report, the New South Wales Office of Education advised that the New 

South Wales performance benchmarks for preschool enrolment rates may have been set at 
unrealistically high levels at the start of the NP ECE and, subject to agreement with the Commonwealth, 
may be adjusted. 
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as the NP ECE moves into the main expenditure and delivery phase in the next 
two years. 

18. In  terms  of  initial  planning,  following  agreement  to  the NP ECE  by 
COAG in November 2008, DEEWR had responsibility on behalf of its Minister 
to  develop  an  appropriate  administrative  foundation  for  implementation. 
DEEWR  generally  worked  effectively  to  develop  individual  NP ECE 
implementation plans with states and territories (called ‘bilateral agreements’) 
for  ministerial  consideration,  including  establishment  of  performance 
indicators  and  benchmarks  through  the  plans  to  measure  the  transition  to 
universal  access.  The  department  also  established  satisfactory  arrangements 
for the detailed reporting and monitoring of progress against implementation 
plans  for  the  NP ECE,  although  there  was  not  as  strong  an  approach  to 
assessing  delivery  risks  in  light  of  key  challenges,  such  as  increasing  the 
number of qualified teachers. In the context of steep increases in funding and 
delivery  expectations  scheduled  over  the  next  two  years,  the  ANAO  has 
recommended that DEEWR strengthen its assessment of delivery risks, to help 
inform advice to the Minister on the anticipated achievement of outcomes and 
possible responses to any emerging issues.  

19. As  part  of  initial  planning,  DEEWR  coordinated  preparation  of  an 
informative  strategy  document  on  achieving  universal  access  to  early 
childhood  education  (ECE)  for  Indigenous  children.  The  strategy,  however, 
was  substantially  developed  after  bilateral  agreements were  signed  and was 
published halfway through the NP ECE. This reduced the opportunity for the 
strategy  to  focus  activity  being  funded  through  the  NP ECE  in  support  of 
Indigenous  universal  access.  Progress  toward  this  goal  will  be  assisted  by 
DEEWR focusing on  the  reliable measurement of  Indigenous participation  in 
ECE, and promoting evaluation of the effectiveness of the various Indigenous–
related initiatives under the strategy. 

20. Following  initial  planning, DEEWR had  ongoing  responsibilities  for 
monitoring  and  support  activities.  In  this  regard,  DEEWR  assessed  progress 
reports  and  made  payments  satisfactorily;  developed  and  maintained 
relationships  with  relevant  state  and  territory  agencies  well;  effectively 
coordinated action  in  relation  to  the quality of data  to  assess progress of  the 
NP ECE; and complied with  the  formal  requirements  for public  reporting on 
the NP ECE. 

21. Although  DEEWR  (and  other  parties  associated  with  the  NP ECE) 
complied with  the relevant public  reporting requirements and much detailed 
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information is now available, it was not easy to access and readily understand 
NP ECE  performance  information.  One  of  the  objectives  of  the  national 
partnership  approach  is  to  enhance  the  accountability  of  governments  to  the 
public  through  simpler,  standardised  and  more  transparent  public 
performance  reporting.  The  ANAO  has  recommended  that,  to  support 
improved  information  to  stakeholders  and  accountability,  DEEWR  provide 
access  to  timely,  consolidated  and  clearly‐presented  NP ECE  performance 
information  at  national,  state  and  territory  levels,  alongside  relevant 
background information. 

22. The reforms to federal financial relations, which came into effect from 
January  2009,  were  intended  to  enhance  accountability  to  the  public  for 
outcomes  achieved  or  outputs  delivered  through  Commonwealth,  state  and 
territory agreements and partnerships. Aspects of the NP ECE which support 
this objective include the establishment of suitable output‐related performance 
indicators  and  benchmarks  for  the  transition  to  universal  access,  annual 
progress reporting by states and territories against them, and commitment by 
governments  to  improving  the quality of data  to measure  the  status of  early 
childhood  education.  In  this  context,  the  parties  to  the  NP  ECE  have  also 
agreed  an  evaluation  strategy which more  broadly  considers  effectiveness  in 
terms  of  the  impact  of  universal  access  on  children’s  development  and 
families. This is an important element of the agreement to inform governments 
of  the  impact  of  these  additional  measures  to  provide  universal  access  to 
enhanced  preschool  programs  by  2013.  Consistent with  the  objectives  of  the 
COAG  reforms,  the  audit  highlights  scope  for DEEWR  to  further  strengthen 
accountability  through  two  recommendations  directed  towards  heightened 
focus on potential risks to the delivery of anticipated outcomes, and improved 
presentation of publicly available performance information.  

Key findings by chapter 

Establishing the Foundations for Implementing the National 
Partnership (Chapter 2) 
23. To  give  effect  to  the  high‐level  goals  of  the  NP ECE,  bilateral 
agreements  were  made  between  the  Australian  Government  and  each 
jurisdiction.  These  bilateral  agreements  established  state  and  territory 
implementation arrangements for the NP ECE, such as specific benchmarks for 
performance  indicators. DEEWR’s role was  to work with officials  from states 
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and  territories  to  develop  these  agreements  for  consideration  by  the 
Commonwealth Minister and the minister from each jurisdiction. 

24. DEEWR  generally  worked  effectively  within  the  framework  of  the 
NP ECE to develop the bilateral agreements for ministerial consideration: 

• All bilateral agreements were signed within ten months of the national 
partnership  being  signed.  This  was  reasonable  in  the  context  of  a 
five‐year agreement and the negotiation process. 

• Detailed definitions and sources of data for performance indicators for 
each  jurisdiction  were  developed,  and  intermediate  performance 
benchmarks  were  generally  set,  which  assists  monitoring.8  However, 
for a few indicators, there was scope to have improved the treatment of 
data difficulties so as to assist consolidated national reporting.  

• The bilateral agreements signed by the Minister included performance 
benchmarks  and  payment  schedules  totalling  $955  million.  Relevant 
briefings at  the  time by DEEWR to  the Minister adequately described 
the context of the agreements, including funding amounts, but did not 
explain  that  the  Minister  would  be  exercising  a  power  to  approve 
expenditure,  or  facilitate  documentation  of  this  approval. 
Documentation  relating  to  the  expenditure  approval  was  prepared 
during the course of the audit. 

25. Having established broad partnership governance arrangements and 
specific  output‐related  performance  benchmarks  for  each  year,  DEEWR 
appropriately  developed  more  detailed  reporting  and  monitoring 
arrangements  to  help  understand  progress  being  reported  by  jurisdictions 
towards  universal  access  to  ECE,  and  to  provide  a  basis  for  advising  the 
Minister on the approval of payments. In this context, there are key challenges 
to  achieving  universal  access,  such  as  increasing  teacher  numbers  and  the 
availability of early childhood education facilities. DEEWR did not, however, 
have  a  strong  approach  in  place  for  assessing  delivery  risks,  to  help  inform 
advice  to  the Minister on  the achievement of  anticipated outcomes; potential 
policy  responses  to  any  emerging  issues;  and  any  related  communications 
between the Minister and state and territory counterparts. 

                                                 
8  For example, performance benchmarks were set for the percentage of eligible children enrolled in 

preschool each year. 
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26. The  NP ECE  specified  that  the  Commonwealth  was  responsible  for 
leading  the  development  of  an  ‘Indigenous  (including  remote  communities) 
universal  access  strategy’.  DEEWR  had  carriage  of  this  role  for  the 
Commonwealth.9  A  wide  range  of  stakeholders  were  initially  consulted  by 
DEEWR in October 2009 on the strategy, with DEEWR subsequently working 
closely with state and territory officials on its development. 

27. The  national Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait  Islander Universal Access 
Strategy  was  approved  by  the  relevant  COAG  ministerial  council  in 
February 2011  and  publicly  released  by  DEEWR  in  June  2011.  The  strategy 
identifies  four  areas  for  focus,  namely:  increasing  access  to  early  childhood 
education;  positive  community  awareness  and  engagement;  quality  early 
childhood programs and activities;  and Aboriginal  and Torres Strait  Islander 
cultural  awareness  of  teachers  and  support  staff.  The  strategy  lists  many 
additional activities to those in bilateral agreements. Nonetheless, the fact that 
the  strategy was  substantially  developed  after  the  bilateral  agreements were 
signed, and was  released more  than halfway  through  the  life of  the NP ECE, 
reduced  the  opportunity  for  the  strategy  to  focus  activity  being  funded 
through the NP ECE in support of Indigenous universal access.  

Ongoing Monitoring and Activity in Support of Universal Access 
(Chapter 3) 
28. In  accordance  with  the  bilateral  agreements,  jurisdictions  provide 
reports  twice  a  year  to DEEWR on  activities  and  progress  toward Universal 
Access.  DEEWR  assesses  these  reports,  and  provides  advice  to  the Minister 
about  their  assessment  and  whether  to  make  progress  payments  to  the 
jurisdictions.  DEEWR  carried  out  the  assessment  and  payment  process 
effectively. 

29. An  important  role  in  successful program delivery  is developing and 
maintaining  relationships  with  service  partners  and  stakeholders.  This  is 
particularly  important  in  the  context  of  national  partnership  agreements, 
where the arrangements are a relatively new approach and where the parties 
have consciously reduced the degree of prescription in the arrangements. For 
the  NP ECE,  the  key  relationship  for  DEEWR  is  with  the  relevant  agencies 
                                                 
9  In assessing the role of DEEWR, it is relevant to note that the NP ECE funding was provided as a total 

package for progress toward universal access. The NP ECE itself included a specific target for 
Indigenous children. There was no component of the overall funding made subject to agreement of a 
national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy. 
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Ongoing Monitoring and Activity in Support of Universal Access 
(Chapter 3) 
28. In  accordance  with  the  bilateral  agreements,  jurisdictions  provide 
reports  twice  a  year  to DEEWR on  activities  and  progress  toward Universal 
Access.  DEEWR  assesses  these  reports,  and  provides  advice  to  the Minister 
about  their  assessment  and  whether  to  make  progress  payments  to  the 
jurisdictions.  DEEWR  carried  out  the  assessment  and  payment  process 
effectively. 

29. An  important  role  in  successful program delivery  is developing and 
maintaining  relationships  with  service  partners  and  stakeholders.  This  is 
particularly  important  in  the  context  of  national  partnership  agreements, 
where the arrangements are a relatively new approach and where the parties 
have consciously reduced the degree of prescription in the arrangements. For 
the  NP ECE,  the  key  relationship  for  DEEWR  is  with  the  relevant  agencies 
                                                 
9  In assessing the role of DEEWR, it is relevant to note that the NP ECE funding was provided as a total 

package for progress toward universal access. The NP ECE itself included a specific target for 
Indigenous children. There was no component of the overall funding made subject to agreement of a 
national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy. 
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within state and territory governments. The ANAO interviewed officials from 
five of the eight jurisdictions who had dealt with DEEWR in the development 
and operation of the NP ECE. The overall view of those interviewed was that 
DEEWR  had  been  professional  and  responsive,  and  had  taken  an  effective 
partnership approach. 

30. A focus on achieving agreed results, as used in national partnerships, 
relies on being able to reliably measure those results. The NP ECE noted there 
were  a number of  challenges  to measuring progress—the  foremost being  the 
lack of nationally  comparable data  in areas  such as participation  in ECE and 
the qualifications of ECE teachers. To help address  this challenge,  the parties 
agreed  in  the NP ECE  to work  in partnership  to develop  the agreed data  for 
performance  measurement,  with  DEEWR  responsible  for  coordinating  these 
data  improvement  initiatives  from  a  Commonwealth  perspective.  In  this 
regard, DEEWR has effectively coordinated activities to improve the quality of 
data to help measure the progress of the NP ECE towards the goal of universal 
access.  Important  achievements  include  agreed  national  data  definitions  for 
ECE and an initial national statistical report.  

31. The  public  reporting  of  information  about  government  funded 
activities  helps  the  Parliament  and  public  understand  how  public  money  is 
being  spent  and whether  the  intended  results  are  being  achieved.  There  are 
specific  reporting  responsibilities  associated  with  the  NP ECE  arising  from 
Commonwealth  public  sector  arrangements,  such  as  Portfolio  Budget 
Statements  and  annual  reports;  and  from  the  NP ECE  itself.  DEEWR  has 
complied  with  these  formal  requirements  for  reporting  with  regard  to  the 
NP ECE. 

32. More  broadly,  to  help  interested  parties  assess  the  benefits  being 
achieved in relation to the Commonwealth’s NP ECE expenditure, information 
should  be  easily  accessible which  explains  the  context  and  reasoning  for  the 
expenditure, the existing and target situation, and provides regular and timely 
progress  reports  on  a  useful  and  comparable  basis.  In  this  regard,  there 
remains  scope  to  make  it  easier  for  stakeholders  to  find  and  understand 
consolidated performance information on the NP ECE. One of the objectives of 
the  national  partnership  approach  is  to  enhance  the  accountability  of 
governments  to  the  public  through  simpler,  standardised  and  more 
transparent  public  performance  reporting.  DEEWR  is  well  placed  to  further 
contribute to this goal because it already undertakes analysis of progress, and 
can  readily  provide  access  to  stakeholders  to  timely,  consolidated  and 
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clearly‐presented  performance  information  at  national,  state  and  territory 
levels, alongside relevant background information. 

33. The  parties  to  the  NP  ECE  have  developed  and  overseen 
implementation of an evaluation strategy for the partnership. The initial focus 
of  evaluations  is  on  the  achievement  of  immediate  outcomes,  such  as 
increasing  capacity  and  ensuring  affordability.  The  evaluation  strategy 
envisages a subsequent focus on longer‐term outcomes, including jurisdictions 
achieving  the  targets  set  in  the  NP  ECE,  and  the  impact  of  preschool 
attendance on children’s development and families. The first evaluation annual 
progress  report was  published  in August  2011,  including  state  and  territory 
progress to 31 December 2009 and an early childhood development literature 
review. The longer‐term focus of evaluations on the impact of the program will 
be important to inform governments of the effectiveness of these measures. 

Summary of agency response 
34. DEEWR  provided  the  following  summary  response  to  the  audit 
report: 

The  Department  of  Education,  Employment  and  Workplace  Relations 
(DEEWR) appreciates the opportunity to participate in the Performance Audit 
of  the  Administration  of  the  National  Partnership  on  Early  Childhood 
Education. 

DEEWR welcomes the ANAO’s findings that: 

• Overall administration of the initial phases of the National Partnership 
on Early Childhood Education has been effective, initial planning was 
generally sound and ongoing administration has been well managed. 
The ANAO have concluded that, “This provides a good foundation for 
DEEWR to further develop its administrative approach as the National 
Partnership  on  Early  Childhood  Education  moves  into  the  main 
expenditure and delivery phase in the next two years.” 

• Development  of  bilateral  agreements  was  effective  with  satisfactory 
arrangements  in  place  for  the  reporting  and  monitoring  of 
implementation plans. 

• Stakeholder  relationships  were  considered  to  be  well  managed  by 
DEEWR. 

• DEEWR has effectively coordinated activities to improve the quality of 
data to help measure the progress of the National Partnership on Early 
Childhood Education towards the goal of universal access. 
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DEEWR acknowledges that while the ANAO findings were generally positive 
toward  DEEWR’s  administration  of  the  National  Partnership  on  Early 
Childhood Education there is further opportunity for improvement.  

35. DEEWR  agreed  with  the  two  recommendations  in  this  report. 
DEEWR’s  responses  to  the  recommendations  are  shown  in  the  body  of  the 
report  immediately  after  each  recommendation.  DEEWR’s  full  response  is 
included at Appendix 1 of this report. 

36. Comments were also sought from the relevant agencies in New South 
Wales  and Queensland  on  an  extract  of  the  draft  report  containing  statistics 
and commentary pertaining to their jurisdictions. The response from the New 
South Wales Office of Education  is provided  in Appendix 1. The Queensland 
Department of Education and Training had no comments. 



 
 

 
ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
 
24 

Recommendations 

Recommendation 
No.1  
(paragraph 2.49) 

In  the  context  of  the  steep  increases  in  Commonwealth 
funding  and  delivery  expectations  scheduled  over  the 
final  two  years  of  the National  Partnership,  the ANAO 
recommends  that DEEWR  strengthen  assessment  of  the 
delivery risks, to help inform advice to the Minister on: 

• achievement of anticipated outcomes;  
• possible policy responses to any emerging issues; and 
• any related communications between the Minister and 

state and territory counterparts. 

DEEWR Response: Agreed 

 

Recommendation 
No.2  
(paragraph 3.67) 

The  ANAO  recommends  that,  to  support  improved 
information  to  stakeholders and accountability, DEEWR 
provides  access  to  timely,  consolidated  and 
clearly‐presented  NP ECE  performance  information  at 
national, and state and territory levels, alongside relevant 
background information. 

DEEWR Response: Agreed 
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1. Introduction 
This  chapter  provides  an  overview  of  the  National  Partnership  on  Early  Childhood 
Education. It also outlines the audit approach and the structure of the report. 

The commitment to universal access to early childhood 
education 
1.1 In  November  2008  the  Council  of  Australian  Governments    (COAG) 
endorsed  a  National  Partnership  on  Early  Childhood  Education  (NP ECE).10 
This  agreement  aimed  to  fulfil  a  2007  Australian  Labor  Party  election 
commitment  to provide universal access to early childhood education. Under 
the  agreement,  the  Commonwealth,  state  and  territory  governments 
committed to the goal that by 2013 every child will have access to a preschool 
program in the 12 months prior to full‐time schooling. The NP ECE notes: 

High quality early childhood services offer the productivity benefits of giving 
children  the best possible  start  in  life, and  for parents,  the opportunity  to be 
active participants in the workforce or community life.11 

1.2 Historically there has been significant variety across Australia  in early 
childhood  education  in  terms  of  delivery  systems  (school,  community,  and 
child  care  settings),  school  starting  ages,  and  levels  of  state  or  territory 
government expenditure. At the time the NP ECE was agreed, there was also 
wide variation in service levels between states and territories. For example, the 
rate of enrolment in preschool programs varied from 29 per cent to 98 per cent, 
and  the  proportion  of  programs  offering  the  target  number  of  hours  varied 
from zero per cent to 29 per cent.12  

1.3 The Commonwealth committed $970 million over five years (2008–09 to 
2012–13)  to  support  implementation  of  the  NP ECE.  The  NP  ECE  allocated 
money to each jurisdiction primarily on the basis of the projected four‐year‐old 
population.  Funding  prior  to  the  final  year  of  the  agreement  also  took  into 
account  each  state’s  and  territory’s  pre‐existing  level  of  service  delivery  in 

                                                 
10  National Partnership on Early Childhood Education [Internet], COAG, 2008, available from: 

<http://www.coag.gov.au/intergov_agreements/federal_financial_relations/docs/national_partnership/nati
onal_partnership_on_early_childhood_education.pdf> [accessed 1 June 2011]. 

11  ibid., paragraph 8. 
12  Appendix 2 provides additional information on early childhood education in Australia. 
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early childhood education, levels of socio‐economic disadvantage and the need 
for remote and regional service delivery.  

1.4 The broad operation of the NP ECE is that: 

• the National Partnership Agreement sets out high‐level goals, funding, 
and governance arrangements; 

• individual bilateral agreements between the Commonwealth and states 
and  territories  list  performance  benchmarks  for  each  year  and 
associated activities (known as deliverables) to be undertaken, and set 
out the reporting arrangements; 

• the states and territories arrange delivery of expanded early childhood 
education with  the new Commonwealth  funding and,  at  a minimum, 
maintain  their  own  contribution—for  example,  in  2007–08  states  and 
territories spent some $565 million on preschool13; 

• at  the  commencement,  and  then  subject  to  the  Commonwealth’s 
acceptance  of  regular  progress  reports14,  the  Commonwealth  makes 
scheduled payments to the states and territories; and 

• a review of the National Partnership Agreement would be undertaken 
after  18  months,  including  the  adequacy  of  funding  and  the 
appropriateness of timelines.15 

1.5 An overview of the rates of enrolment in early childhood education by 
jurisdiction  in  the  year  the  NP ECE  was  agreed,  and  the  NP ECE  goals, 
funding, and broad timetable is shown in Figure 1.1. 

                                                 
13  In paragraph 26(b) of  the NP ECE, the states and territories committed to ‘at a minimum, maintaining 

the current roles and level of effort in the delivery of preschool programs’. 
14  Under the bilateral agreements, if a state or territory does not meet the agreed performance benchmarks 

and deliverables, the Commonwealth considers whether or not further payments should be made, and 
the timing and amount of such payments. 

15  DEEWR have advised that the relevant ministerial council is expected to consider the issues identified 
through the review in the third quarter of 2011. 
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Outcomes, outputs and performance indicators 
1.6 In the NP ECE, the Australian, state and territory governments agreed 
to specific outcomes, outputs and performance indicators as shown in Table 1.1 
below. 

Table 1.1 
Agreed outcomes, and associated outputs and performance indicators 

Outcomes Outputs Performance Indicators 

All children have access 
to affordable, quality early 
childhood education in 
the year before formal 
schooling. 

Children have universal 
access to a preschool 
program for 15 hours per 
week, 40 weeks per year. 

The proportion of children who are 
enrolled in (and attending, where 
possible to measure) a preschool 
program. 
The number of teachers delivering 
preschool programs who are four-
year university trained and early 
childhood qualified. 
Hours per week of attendance (where 
possible to measure) at a preschool 
program. 

Universal access to a 
preschool program is 
delivered across a range of 
settings at a cost which is 
not a barrier to access. 

Distribution of children who attend a 
preschool program by weekly cost 
per child (after subsidies) as defined 
by jurisdictions. 

Disadvantaged children 
have universal access to a 
preschool program. 

The proportion of disadvantaged 
children enrolled in (and attending, 
where possible to measure) a 
preschool program. 

All Indigenous four-year-
olds in remote Indigenous 
communities will have 
access to a quality early 
childhood education 
program. 

Indigenous children 
(including those in remote 
Indigenous communities) 
enrolled in and attending a 
preschool program. 

The proportion of Indigenous children 
(by geographic location as identified 
by the Australian Standard 
Geographic Classification), who are 
enrolled in (and attending, where 
possible to measure) a preschool 
program. 

Source:  NP ECE, Table 1 

1.7 States  and  territories  annually  report  progress  against  agreed 
benchmarks  for  NP  ECE  performance  indicators.  Additionally,  the  NP  ECE 
required that an evaluation of the agreement would be undertaken: 

This  agreement’s  effectiveness  in  achieving  its  outcomes will  be  determined 
through a comprehensive national evaluation to be undertaken throughout the 
life  of  the  Agreement.  The  evaluation  strategy  will  be  developed  by  the 
Commonwealth in partnership with the States and Territories by 30 June 2009. 
The evaluation strategy will be consistent with any future decisions made by 
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Outcomes, outputs and performance indicators 
1.6 In the NP ECE, the Australian, state and territory governments agreed 
to specific outcomes, outputs and performance indicators as shown in Table 1.1 
below. 

Table 1.1 
Agreed outcomes, and associated outputs and performance indicators 

Outcomes Outputs Performance Indicators 

All children have access 
to affordable, quality early 
childhood education in 
the year before formal 
schooling. 

Children have universal 
access to a preschool 
program for 15 hours per 
week, 40 weeks per year. 

The proportion of children who are 
enrolled in (and attending, where 
possible to measure) a preschool 
program. 
The number of teachers delivering 
preschool programs who are four-
year university trained and early 
childhood qualified. 
Hours per week of attendance (where 
possible to measure) at a preschool 
program. 

Universal access to a 
preschool program is 
delivered across a range of 
settings at a cost which is 
not a barrier to access. 

Distribution of children who attend a 
preschool program by weekly cost 
per child (after subsidies) as defined 
by jurisdictions. 

Disadvantaged children 
have universal access to a 
preschool program. 

The proportion of disadvantaged 
children enrolled in (and attending, 
where possible to measure) a 
preschool program. 

All Indigenous four-year-
olds in remote Indigenous 
communities will have 
access to a quality early 
childhood education 
program. 

Indigenous children 
(including those in remote 
Indigenous communities) 
enrolled in and attending a 
preschool program. 

The proportion of Indigenous children 
(by geographic location as identified 
by the Australian Standard 
Geographic Classification), who are 
enrolled in (and attending, where 
possible to measure) a preschool 
program. 

Source:  NP ECE, Table 1 

1.7 States  and  territories  annually  report  progress  against  agreed 
benchmarks  for  NP  ECE  performance  indicators.  Additionally,  the  NP  ECE 
required that an evaluation of the agreement would be undertaken: 

This  agreement’s  effectiveness  in  achieving  its  outcomes will  be  determined 
through a comprehensive national evaluation to be undertaken throughout the 
life  of  the  Agreement.  The  evaluation  strategy  will  be  developed  by  the 
Commonwealth in partnership with the States and Territories by 30 June 2009. 
The evaluation strategy will be consistent with any future decisions made by 
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COAG on this subject and will provide  the  framework  for  the final  report  to 
COAG in June 2014.17 

Governance arrangements 
1.8 The  NP  ECE  was  created  within  the  partnership  provisions  of  the 
Intergovernmental Agreement of Federal Financial Relations (IGA FFR) which 
came into effect on 1 January 2009. The IGA FFR sets out broad principles for 
the operation of such partnership agreements, including:  

• a  focus  on  achieving  outcomes  in  a  cooperative  spirit  between 
jurisdictions; and  

• the  Australian  Government  making  payments  for  progress  toward 
outcomes and outputs (rather than payments for inputs).  

1.9 Within the general arrangements for national partnerships, the NP ECE 
is based on a  ‘facilitation payment and joint  investment approach’, where the 
funding  to states and  territories  is  intended to assist  in a significant  reform.18 
The NP ECE was one of the earlier agreements negotiated under the IGA FFR 
and  to some extent  the parties  involved were  ‘breaking new ground’ as  they 
developed the terms of agreement. 

1.10 As  a  National  Partnership  Agreement,  most  of  the  governance 
arrangements  for  the  NP ECE  are  set  and  managed  through  COAG  and 
associated  sub‐committees,  and  by  arrangements  set  up  by  states  and 
territories. 

1.11 The  main  governance  committee  for  the  NP ECE  specifically  is  the 
NP ECE Implementation Sub‐Committee, which is chaired by an official from 
DEEWR, and includes program delegates from the responsible agency in each 
state and territory. The NP ECE Implementation Sub‐Committee reports to the 
Early  Childhood Development Working Group, which  has  responsibility  for 
coordinating a range of early childhood related initiatives agreed by COAG. 

1.12 The implementation of the NP ECE within each jurisdiction is managed 
by the relevant state or territory government. In each jurisdiction, the relevant 
agency has set up local governance committees. These typically are chaired by 

                                                 
17  NP ECE, paragraph 47. 
18  A facilitation partnership is not intended as a fee-for-service arrangement with payment on completion of 

specific projects (such as ‘construct a bridge’) or reporting on the detailed use of funds.  
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the  jurisdiction,  and  include  membership  from  service  provider  groups,  a 
DEEWR representative,  and  in  some cases  (as  locally decided)  relevant  early 
childhood  development  academics  and  professionals,  representatives  of 
parents and Indigenous groups. 

1.13 The relevant NP ECE governance arrangements are shown in Figure 1.2 
below.  

Figure 1.2 
Governance arrangements for the NP ECE and associated agreements 

 
Source: ANAO, based on information provided by DEEWR 

Role of the Commonwealth 
1.14 The  specific  responsibilities of  the Commonwealth under  the NP ECE 
include19: 

• working  with  states  and  territories  to  implement  their  bilateral 
agreements for universal access; 

                                                 
19  NP ECE paragraph 25. 
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• making a financial contribution to assist states to reach universal access; 

• meeting  the  ongoing  costs  of  implementing  new  approved  child  care 
places under child care assistance legislation; and 

• leading  the  development  of  the  national Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait 
Islander Universal Access Strategy.20 

1.15 The  Commonwealth  Department  of  Education,  Employment  and 
Workplace  Relations  has  responsibility  on  behalf  of  its  Minister  for  the 
administration of the NP ECE. 

Examples of implementation of the NP ECE 
1.16 To  help  provide  a  context  for  the  audit,  and  to  help  understand  the 
variety of ways in which state and territory governments have used the funds 
from the NP ECE,  the ANAO visited  four early childhood education services 
which had changed their delivery as a result of the NP ECE. The following case 
studies illustrate the variety of service delivery approaches across Australia.  

Table 1.2 
Case studies of initial implementation of the NP ECE 

The City West Childcare Centre is located in Adelaide 
city, near the Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 
College and University of South Australia City West 
Campus. Many of the parents who use the childcare 
centre are staff or students at University of South Australia 
and TAFE. The centre had been keen to introduce a new 
preschool program, to better assist families. As a result 
of the NP ECE, the City West Child Care Centre is one of 
six pilot programs where the Department of Education and 
Children Services delivered a preschool program within a 
childcare centre. Over the week, the centre offers nine 
3 hour sessions; children attend five of these sessions, 

giving them 15 hours of early childhood education. About 40 children are attending the 
preschool. Most of the children enrolled in the preschool also attend child care at the centre for 
the rest of the week. Teachers come from the nearby local schools to help prepare children for 
the transition to school. 
 

                                                 
20  The wording in the NP ECE is an ‘Indigenous (including remote communities) universal access strategy’. 

For ease of reference by readers, this report uses the title of the published strategy. The strategy helps 
implement the agreement in December 2007 by the Council of Australian Governments to a partnership 
between all levels of government to Close the Gap in Indigenous Disadvantage. One of the six specific 
targets for achieving this agreement, subsequently agreed in October 2008, is ‘ensuring all Indigenous 
four-year-olds in remote communities have access to early childhood education within five years’.  
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The Olympic Village Preschool is located in 
the suburb of Heidelberg West, Melbourne. The 
centre is operated by Banyule City Council—
kindergarten services in Victoria are operated by 
a range of local government, community and 
private organisations. The Victorian Government 
used NP ECE funding to offer funding to 
managers of clusters of kindergartens as part of 
a round 1 pilot program to allow the duration of 
preschool programs to increase from 10 to 15 
hours per week. The Banyule City Council 
consulted with the centres it operates, and the 
Olympic Village Preschool asked to participate. 
The preschool in turn consulted with families 
about the practical implications of increasing to 
15 hours – such as rearranging times to drop off and pick up, and needing to bring some extra 
food. This also involved translating information about the change into the languages used by 
local families, and holding a parent information night. Using the extra funding from the pilot, the 
centre hired an additional preschool teacher, and has offered preschool four days a week since 
August 2010. Children attend for two days of 7.5 hours. The centre reports that enrolments have 
increased since the change, and that the longer hours have allowed the children to complete 
larger projects at a more relaxed pace. The municipality is reviewing how well the additional 
hours is working for families, and the Victorian Government is assessing pilot programs to assist 
in deciding how best to continue its implementation of the NP ECE. 

Kedron Park Road - LEAD Childcare is a 
privately operated long day care service in 
Wooloowin, Brisbane. It had not previously 
had a kindergarten program, and families 
using the centre who wished to have their 
child participate in a kindergarten program 
needed to make separate arrangements. In 
2009 the Queensland Department of 
Education and Training offered an 
opportunity for childcare services to 
participate in a pilot program on the delivery 
of teacher-led kindergarten programs in a 
long day care setting. As part of the pilot, 
childcare services were provided government 

funding to offset the costs of delivering a kindergarten program. The centre was approved to 
participate in the pilot, and used the government funding to recruit a qualified kindergarten 
teacher. The centre offered a kindergarten program for the first time in 2010, and reported it 
has been very popular with families, with new enrolments specifically due to the availability of a 
kindergarten program. The children attend their 15 hours of kindergarten in sessions spread over 
their usual child care attendance at the centre – many of the children attend the centre full-time 
while their parents work. The centre director commented that the inclusion of a kindergarten 
program has had a beneficial effect across the whole centre, with a greater depth of professional 
experience and the sharing of knowledge across the team. 
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The Arawang Primary School is a primary to year 6 (P-6) 
public school in Canberra which has always offered a 
preschool program. As a result of the NP ECE, the 
program was expanded from 12 to 15 hours per week. 
Additional funding was made available within the school’s 
budget by the ACT Department of Education as part of the 
NP ECE implementation. The school drew on the 
experience of new early childhood schools in the ACT to 
design its expanded program, and decided to offer two and 
a half days per week as their method of delivery (some 
other preschools offer 3 days one week, and two days the 
next, averaging two and a half days). To help encourage 
attendance on the half-day session, staff created a program of play activities on that day with a 
science-oriented focus. Since the introduction of the increased hours, the school has had a 
related increase in enrolments at the preschool. Many of the children attending preschool have 
siblings at the primary school, and most will attend the primary school next year. To help with 
this transition to school, the preschool groups have a ‘buddy class’ in the primary school, and 
regularly enjoy coming to visit primary classes, the library, assemblies and the school’s dance 
program. 
 

Source: ANAO visits to services and state and territory government agencies 

Audit approach 

Audit objective, criteria and scope 
1.17 The  audit  objective  was  to  assess  the  effectiveness  of  DEEWR’s 
administration  of  the  initial  phases  of  the  National  Partnership  on  Early 
Childhood  Education.  The  high‐level  criteria  used  to  make  this  assessment 
were the appropriateness of DEEWR’s: 

• establishment  of  a  sound  foundation  for  implementation,  including 
implementation  plans,  monitoring  arrangements  and  an  Indigenous 
strategy for universal access; and 

• ongoing  monitoring  and  support  activities,  including  assessing 
progress  reports,  making  payments,  maintaining  relationships, 
improving data quality and public reporting. 

1.18 The  audit  report  summarises  the  progress  reported  by  the  states  and 
territories in relation to the NP ECE. 

1.19 The  audit  did  not  independently  assess  the  rate  of  progress  by 
jurisdictions,  or  assess  the  adequacy  of  funding.  These  issues  are  considered 
separately  by  reviews  and  evaluations  reporting  to  the  relevant  COAG 
ministerial  committee.  The  audit  also  did  not  assess  the  specific  use  of  the 
NP ECE funding by states and territories. 
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1.20 The broad operation of the NP ECE, and the audit scope are shown in 
Figure 1.3 below.   

Figure 1.3 
Operation of the NP ECE and the audit scope 

 
Source: ANAO analysis 
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1.21 The audit methodology included: 

• reviews of DEEWR records; 

• interviews with DEEWR staff; and 

• discussions with relevant state and territory government officials from 
five jurisdictions about the partnership approach adopted by DEEWR.  
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Report structure 
1.24 The  following  chapters  examine  key  elements  of  DEEWR’s 
administration of the NP ECE: 

Chapter Chapter overview 

2. Establishing the 
Foundations for 
Implementing the National 
Partnership 

Examines DEEWR’s foundational activities to help implement 
universal access to early childhood education by 2013: 
developing bilateral agreements with states and territories; 
setting up reporting and monitoring arrangements; and leading 
the development of the strategy for Indigenous universal access. 

3. Ongoing Monitoring and 
Activity in Support of 
Universal Access 

Examines DEEWR’s carriage of its ongoing responsibilities 
associated with the NP ECE: assessing reports from jurisdictions 
and making payments; developing and maintaining key 
relationships; improving data quality; and public reporting and 
accountability. The chapter also discusses evaluation of the  NP 
ECE and summarises reported progress to date. 

1.25 Appendix  2:  Early  Childhood  Education  in  Australia  provides  additional 
information about the characteristics of early childhood education in Australia 
and discusses key enablers for delivery of early childhood education.   
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2. Establishing the Foundations for 
Implementing the National Partnership 
This chapter examines DEEWR’s foundational activities to help  implement universal 
access  to  early  childhood  education  by  2013:  developing  bilateral  agreements  with 
states and territories; setting up reporting and monitoring arrangements; and leading 
the development of the strategy for Indigenous universal access. 

Introduction 
2.1 At  the  outset  of  a  national  partnership,  the  parties  agree  the 
implementation,  reporting  and  monitoring  arrangements,  generally  to  be 
applied over a period of years. The design of these arrangements is central to 
effective implementation, ongoing oversight and public accountability. 

2.2 Following the agreement to the NP ECE by COAG in November 2008, 
DEEWR had responsibility, on behalf of its Minister, to develop an appropriate 
administrative  foundation  for  implementation. The ANAO examined  the key 
steps taken by DEEWR to establish this foundation: 

• developing bilateral agreements with the states and territories; 

• establishing reporting and monitoring arrangements; and 

• leading  the  development  of  a  national  Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait 
Islander Universal Access Strategy.   

Developing bilateral agreements to implement the 
National Partnership 
2.3 To  give  effect  to  the  high‐level  goals  of  the  NP ECE,  bilateral 
agreements21  were  made  between  the  Australian  Government  and  each 
jurisdiction.  These  bilateral  agreements  established  state  and  territory 
implementation arrangements for the NP ECE, such as specific benchmarks for 
the performance indicators and associated deliverables.22  

                                                 
21  For the NP ECE these were called bilateral agreements; for other national partnerships they may be 

called implementation plans. 
22  An example of a performance indicator in the NP ECE is the proportion of children enrolled in a 

preschool program. An example of a deliverable is having undertaken a necessary planning activity, 
such as identifying sites for new preschools. 
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2. Establishing the Foundations for 
Implementing the National Partnership 
This chapter examines DEEWR’s  foundational activities to help  implement universal 
access  to  early  childhood  education  by  2013:  developing  bilateral  agreements  with 
states and territories; setting up reporting and monitoring arrangements; and leading 
the development of the strategy for Indigenous universal access. 

Introduction 
2.1 At  the  outset  of  a  national  partnership,  the  parties  agree  the 
implementation,  reporting  and  monitoring  arrangements,  generally  to  be 
applied over a period of years. The design of these arrangements is central to 
effective implementation, ongoing oversight and public accountability. 

2.2 Following the agreement to the NP ECE by COAG in November 2008, 
DEEWR had responsibility, on behalf of its Minister, to develop an appropriate 
administrative  foundation  for  implementation. The ANAO examined  the key 
steps taken by DEEWR to establish this foundation: 

• developing bilateral agreements with the states and territories; 

• establishing reporting and monitoring arrangements; and 

• leading  the  development  of  a  national  Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait 
Islander Universal Access Strategy.   

Developing bilateral agreements to implement the 
National Partnership 
2.3 To  give  effect  to  the  high‐level  goals  of  the  NP ECE,  bilateral 
agreements21  were  made  between  the  Australian  Government  and  each 
jurisdiction.  These  bilateral  agreements  established  state  and  territory 
implementation arrangements for the NP ECE, such as specific benchmarks for 
the performance indicators and associated deliverables.22  

                                                 
21  For the NP ECE these were called bilateral agreements; for other national partnerships they may be 

called implementation plans. 
22  An example of a performance indicator in the NP ECE is the proportion of children enrolled in a 

preschool program. An example of a deliverable is having undertaken a necessary planning activity, 
such as identifying sites for new preschools. 
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2.4 Overall,  DEEWR  generally  worked  effectively  with  states  and 
territories  within  the  framework  of  the  NP ECE  to  develop  the  bilateral 
agreements  for  ministerial  consideration.  The  basis  for  this  assessment  is 
summarised in Table 2.1 below, and is discussed more fully in the subsequent 
subsections. 

Table 2.1 
Summary assessment of DEEWR’s role in developing bilateral 
agreements 

Issue Relevance Assessment and comment 

Managing the 
process in a timely 
and collaborative 
manner 

Timely 
agreement helps 
get work started 

 All bilateral agreements were signed within ten 
months of the NP ECE being signed. This was 
reasonable in the context of a five-year 
agreement and the negotiation process. 

Specifying 
performance 
indicators and 
benchmarks 

Aids early 
corrective action 
if needed 

 Performance indicators and benchmarks were 
generally set for each year of the agreement. 
Scope to improve approach where there was a 
lack of data, so as to assist progress to common, 
national reporting. 

Specifying 
deliverables in 
support of outputs 

Aids confidence 
about future 
outputs and 
guides activities 

 Deliverables provided by all jurisdictions, albeit to 
varying levels of detail and usefulness in 
providing confidence. 

Clarifying the 
measurement of 
performance 
indicators 

Improves 
reliability of data 
provided 

 Detailed definitions and sources of data for each 
jurisdiction developed. 

Advising Minister 
on approval of 
agreement 

Allows well 
informed 
decision by 
Minister 

 Briefings to the Minister adequately described 
the bilateral agreements and relevant context, 
and the attached agreements specified the 
planned expenditure. However, the briefings did 
not explain and document that the Minister was 
exercising a power to approve expenditure of 
$955m. 

Legend: : not adequate;  : generally satisfactory, with scope to improve;   : satisfactory 

Source: ANAO analysis 

Managing the process 
2.5 The role of DEEWR was to work with each jurisdiction to develop the 
bilateral  agreements  for  consideration  and  agreement  by  the  relevant 
ministers. To assess DEEWR’s performance of  this  role,  the ANAO reviewed 
the content and  format of  the bilateral agreements,  interviewed relevant staff 
from DEEWR and jurisdictions, assessed the overall time taken, and reviewed 
in more detail the process of developing the agreements with two states. 
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2.6 As a  first  step, DEEWR developed  a  standard  format  for  the bilateral 
agreements.  The  structure  and  content  of  this  was  generally  parallel  to  the 
NP ECE,  but  omitted  some  overview  material  on  the  background  to  the 
NP ECE, and added some additional detail or made explicit  issues implied in 
the NP ECE.  Additions  included  a  section  on  deliverables  (i.e.  actions  being 
taken  in support of agreed outputs), mention  that payments were contingent 
on  the  provision  of  six‐monthly  reports  and  their  acceptance  by  the 
Commonwealth,  and  mention  that  the  Commonwealth  would  be  invited  to 
participate in any local implementation oversight or management committee.23 
These were prudent additions that helped gain information on the progress of 
the NP ECE, without intruding on the implementation flexibility for the states 
and territories inherent in the NP ECE. 

2.7 DEEWR developed the bilateral agreements with individual states and 
territories  between  January  and  August  2009.  The  individual  bilateral 
agreements  were  signed  as  they  were  completed  by  the  relevant  ministers 
from  the  state  or  territory  and  the Commonwealth.  The  first  agreement was 
signed in April 2009 and the last in September 2009. 

2.8 The approach typically used by DEEWR was to: 

• develop  an  understanding  of  the  background  and  challenges  facing 
each state and territory in implementing the NP ECE; 

• request  the  state  or  territory  to  complete  a  draft  bilateral  agreement 
using a standard format; 

• provide comments to the state or territory on the draft agreement, such 
as  seeking an explanation of aspects of  their  implementation strategy, 
clarification of data definitions or the provision of missing information; 

• discuss any concerns with senior officials from the state or territory, in 
person or by a telephone conference; 

• seek to maintain a commonality of approach between all the states and 
territories; and 

• seek clarification as appropriate on any issues with central agencies of 
the Australian Government and with their Minister. 

                                                 
23  As is appropriate in a national partnership context, DEEWR’s involvement in committees was not in any 

decision making capacity; the states and territories are the decision makers.  
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2.9 DEEWR  took  appropriate  steps  to  develop  the  basic  format  of  the 
bilateral agreements, worked methodically and cooperatively with states and 
territories,  and  gained  agreement  within  a  reasonable  timeframe.  Specific 
elements  of  the  content  of  the  agreements  are  assessed  in  the  following 
subsections. 

Performance indicators and benchmarks 
2.10 The  NP ECE  set  six  key  performance  indicators24,  such  as  the 
proportion of  children enrolled  in a preschool program, with  the  implication 
that  by  June  2013  the  values  of  these  indicators  would  represent  ‘universal 
access’.  Ideally,  the  bilateral  agreements would describe  a  specific  June  2013 
target  for  each  indicator  to  allow  success  to  be  assessed.  In  addition,  the 
bilateral  agreements  would  preferably  include  for  each  of  the  performance 
indicators  the  2008  ‘baseline’  value  and  a  realistic  set  of  annual  planned 
values.25  For  example,  the  proportion  of  children  attending  preschool  in  a 
jurisdiction  may  have  a  2008  baseline  value  of  55  per cent  and  annual 
benchmarks of  60 per cent,  65 per cent,  90 per cent,  and 95 per cent  for  2009, 
2010, 2011 and 2012 respectively.  

2.11 DEEWR developed a template for bilateral agreements which included 
specific  performance  indicator  information  to  be  provided  by  states  and 
territories. The information requested was consistent with the indicators listed 
in the NP ECE and provided a sound basis for measuring universal access.26  

2.12 For  the  requested performance  indicators, DEEWR generally  sought a 
specific  result  by  June  2013.  For  those  targets  representing  a  proportion  of 
children  enrolled  a  common  target  value  of  95  per cent  was  chosen  as  a 
reasonable  indication  of  universal  access.  This  was  on  the  basis  that 
participation in ECE was voluntary, so that 100 per cent accessibility would not 
result in 100 per cent enrolment. For other proportional indicators, such as ECE 
programs  offering  15  hours  per week,  the  common  target  was  100  per cent. 

                                                 
24  See Table 1.1 on page 30. 
25  In the bilateral agreements these planned values were called ‘performance benchmarks’, with the 

exception of the agreement with Victoria which used the term ‘indicative trajectory’. For simplicity this 
report will use the term performance benchmark to include the Victorian indicative trajectory. 

26  DEEWR requested an addition to one NP ECE indicator: the proportion of ECE programs offering the 
target 15 hours per week (in addition to average hours offered). Requesting the proportion of teachers 
delivering preschool programs who are four-year university trained and early childhood qualified would 
have been another useful addition, to the NP ECE indicator of the number of such teachers. 
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Targets for other indicators, such as the number of suitably qualified teachers, 
the  cost  not  being  a  barrier,  and  the  setting of ECE delivery, were  set  in  the 
context of each jurisdiction’s circumstances. 

2.13 Reporting  of  performance  on  a  national  basis  is  aided  by  having 
common  performance  indicators  for  each  of  the  states  and  territories. 
Commonality  of  performance  indicators  was  achieved  in  the  bilateral 
agreements for two of the six indicators for the NP ECE, namely enrolment in a 
preschool program and hours of availability. 

2.14 Common performance  indicators were not achieved for  the other four 
indicators. Largely due to a lack of suitable comparable data, DEEWR accepted 
a mixture of practical indicators in the bilateral agreements for some requested 
NP ECE indicators. This lack of commonality made it more difficult to present 
and understand progress at a national  level, but did not reduce  the ability  to 
assess progress for individual states and territories.27 For indicators relating to 
the availability in a range of settings and cost not being a barrier to access, not 
only  was  there  a  lack  of  commonality  between  jurisdictions  but  individual 
agreements generally did not have a well defined target for 2013.  

2.15 In the circumstances, there would have been advantages in the bilateral 
agreements retaining the requested performance indicators, explaining that the 
requested data was not available and specifying a process to remedy the lack. 
Where  available,  a  proxy  indicator  could  have  been  added.  This  approach 
would have helped make plain where the data gaps were and how they would 
be addressed, and aided in subsequent moves to comparable reporting. 

2.16 In  relation  to  disadvantaged  and  Indigenous  children,  DEEWR 
accepted 2013 targets as either the: 

• proportion of the target group enrolled in ECE was 95 per cent, or 

• target  group  enrolment  as  a  share  of  all  children  enrolled  in  ECE, 
matching the share of the target group in the overall population. In this 
case,  the  target  would  vary  between  jurisdictions,  depending  on  the 
share  of  disadvantaged  or  Indigenous  children  in  the  jurisdiction’s 
population.  

                                                 
27  Indeed, if DEEWR had insisted on commonality of performance indicators it may have reduced the ability 

to assess progress in individual jurisdictions due to lack of reliable data. 
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to assess progress in individual jurisdictions due to lack of reliable data. 
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2.17 Having  established  specific  indicators  for  each  state  and  territory, 
DEEWR also agreed the planned trajectory of improvement over the five years 
of the NP ECE for most28 performance indicators, and associated 2008 baseline 
figures.  Such  intermediate  performance  benchmarks  are  useful  for  assessing 
progress, and in providing warning of possible problems.  

2.18 The trajectories of improvement for each state are shown graphically in 
Figure  3.2  (page  83)  for  three NP ECE  performance  indicators.  These  graphs 
show  some  variation  in  the  timing  of  major  improvements  between 
jurisdictions, based on each jurisdiction’s view of local implementation issues. 

Deliverables in support of outputs 
2.19 The focus of national partnerships generally,  including the NP ECE, is 
on  allocating Commonwealth  funding  for  agreed  state  and  territory  outputs 
(such as increased accessibility of early childhood education). Achieving these 
outputs will be advanced by  jurisdictions devising29  and completing  relevant 
deliverables  (such  as  opening  a  specified  number  of  new  preschools,  or 
providing  a  specified  number  of  scholarships  to  encourage  ECE  staff  to 
upgrade  their  teacher  qualifications).  Listing  relevant  deliverables  in  the 
bilateral agreements helps provide confidence that the desired outputs can be 
realistically achieved; and reporting on their status helps provide an indication 
of progress. 

2.20 The template for bilateral agreements issued by DEEWR requested that 
supporting  deliverables  be  listed  for  all  of  the  performance  indicators, 
including  the  proposed  quantity  or  target  value  of  the  deliverable,  and  the 
expected timing. The bilateral agreements followed the requested format30; and 
the following text box shows some examples. 

                                                 
28  The main gap was in the area of cost and the setting for ECE provision, as discussed earlier at 

paragraph 2.14.  
29  In contrast, in a purchaser-provider relationship, the Commonwealth would decide the deliverables it 

wished to fund. 
30  With some minor variations. For example, in the Australian Capital Territory bilateral agreement, the 

deliverables for performance indicators for disadvantaged and Indigenous children were combined.  
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Sample deliverables from bilateral agreements 

Deliverable: Provide extra community kindergarten services across the state in areas of unmet 
need. Quantity: 12 services. Timing: open in 2011  
Deliverable: Develop a comprehensive Workforce Strategy to support universal access to 
kindergarten that addresses:  recruitment and retention; qualifications and skills; and workforce 
integration. Timing: 2009–10 

2.21 Although  development  of  deliverables  is  fundamentally  a  matter  for 
the states and territories, there was significant variability in the level of detail 
jurisdictions provided on deliverables. The length of the relevant section of the 
bilateral  agreements  varied  from  three  to  26  pages.  The ANAO  observed  in 
DEEWR’s records that there was relevant discussion between the parties while 
negotiating  the  agreements.  However,  in  some  instances  the  agreed 
deliverables were simply restatements of the goal (such as ‘ensure all teachers 
are suitably qualified’) rather than an action that would help achieve the goal 
(such  as  ‘provide  a  scholarship  scheme  to  encourage  gaining  specific  ECE 
qualifications for existing teachers’).  

2.22 Overall, taken in the context of the timetable for finalising the bilateral 
agreements and  that  the deliverables were a  supporting element  to  the  focus 
on  achieving  outputs,  the  ANAO  considers  the  approach  taken  and 
information on deliverables obtained by DEEWR was reasonable. 

Measurement of performance indicators 
2.23 In establishing performance indicators and benchmarks, it is important 
to have clear definitions, a shared understanding of the source of data, and a 
process  for  tracking  any  changes  in  either  of  these.  Otherwise,  it  is  more 
difficult  to  validly  compare  information  from  different  jurisdictions,  or  to 
validly  assess  the  degree  of  progress  in  one  jurisdiction  over  time.  Good 
quality performance indicators and associated data also support the evaluation 
of program impacts (evaluation of the NP ECE is discussed in Chapter 3). 

2.24 DEEWR  took  the  following  steps  to  help  provide  for  the  reliable 
measurement of NP ECE performance indicators: 

• including  a  provision  in  the  bilateral  agreements  that  states  and 
territories  provide  a  Data  Capability  Report,  which  would  provide 
detailed  information  on  the  method  of  calculation  of  performance 
information; 

• arranging  that  one  of  the  early  payments  under  the  NP  ECE  was 
contingent on provision of the Data Capability Report; 
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process  for  tracking  any  changes  in  either  of  these.  Otherwise,  it  is  more 
difficult  to  validly  compare  information  from  different  jurisdictions,  or  to 
validly  assess  the  degree  of  progress  in  one  jurisdiction  over  time.  Good 
quality performance indicators and associated data also support the evaluation 
of program impacts (evaluation of the NP ECE is discussed in Chapter 3). 

2.24 DEEWR  took  the  following  steps  to  help  provide  for  the  reliable 
measurement of NP ECE performance indicators: 

• including  a  provision  in  the  bilateral  agreements  that  states  and 
territories  provide  a  Data  Capability  Report,  which  would  provide 
detailed  information  on  the  method  of  calculation  of  performance 
information; 

• arranging  that  one  of  the  early  payments  under  the  NP  ECE  was 
contingent on provision of the Data Capability Report; 
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• developing  a  detailed  template  for  use  by  states  and  territories 
indicating the information required in the Data Capability Report; 

• undertaking appropriate  review of  the  initial Data Capability Reports 
before accepting them and recommending the payment associated with 
providing this information; and  

• including  a  provision  in  bilateral  agreements  for  a  Data  Exception 
Report to accompany performance reports from jurisdictions, to explain 
any changes in the performance reporting approach. 

2.25 The text below provides an example of the complexities of performance 
measurement for the NP ECE. 

Example of complexities of measuring early childhood education 
 
A key indicator for the NP ECE is the proportion of children enrolled in an early childhood 
education program in the year before formal school. This proportion involves dividing the number 
of children enrolled by the number of children in the jurisdiction who are in the year before 
school.  
However, in some cases enrolment figures collected by jurisdictions include children who are 
younger than the target group for the NP ECE, but the age of children enrolled has not been 
recorded so the count cannot be adjusted.  
In other cases, children may be enrolled in more than one program, and be counted twice. 
There are also different potential sources of information on the number of children in a 
jurisdiction, and the source used needs to be documented.  
In addition, over the duration of the NP ECE such data issues are planned to be resolved. A 
further complexity will be keeping track of which progress reports are based on which specific 
data sources, to allow sensible interpretations of progress. 
 

2.26 The availability of data to inform policy decisions and assess progress 
is a widespread concern. For example, Paul McClintock,  the Chairman of  the 
COAG Reform Council, has said there is a:  

need  for  a  greater  commitment  to  effective,  timely  accountability.  All  our 
reports  contain  recommendations  to  improve  the  data  quality  of  the  areas 
being  monitored,  and  call  for  refinement  of  the  linkages  between  the  data 
being assessed and the policy objectives sought.31 

                                                 
31  Paul McClintock, Renewing the mandate: COAG and its reform agenda in 2011 [Internet], p. 4. 

COAG Reform Council, Australia, 2011, available from 
<http://www.coagreformcouncil.gov.au/media/speeches/speech_20110209_CEDA.pdf> [accessed 
24 June 2011]. 
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2.27 Clarifying definitions of performance indicators was a significant effort 
for DEEWR and states and territories—each Data Capability Report was about 
50 pages  in  length. Undertaking  this  effort  early has helped provide  a much 
firmer basis for understanding the starting point and progress achieved for the 
NP ECE. 

Advising the Minister on the approval of agreements 
2.28 Having  developed  each  draft  bilateral  agreement  with  performance 
indicators,  benchmarks  and  descriptions  of  deliverables,  the  final  step  for 
DEEWR was to provide advice to the Minister on the Minister’s consideration 
of the agreement. Desirably, such advice would:  

• explain the context of the state or territory relevant to the NP ECE; 

• explain  the  approach  being  adopted  by  the  state  or  territory  and 
DEEWR’s view of that approach; 

• explain  to  the  Minister  any  relevant  legislative  or  regulatory 
requirements; and  

• make a clear recommendation. 

2.29 The ANAO  reviewed  the  briefings  to  the Minister  for  approval  of  all 
eight  bilateral  agreements  made  under  the  NP  ECE,  and  considers  that  the 
above  expectations  were  met  with  the  exception  of  explaining  relevant 
legislative  and  regulatory  requirements  relating  to  the  approval  of 
expenditure. 

2.30 ANAO  sought  documentation  from  DEEWR  on  the  expenditure 
approval under Financial Management and Accountability (FMA) Regulation 9 
of the $955 million being committed under the NP ECE.32 DEEWR advised that 
approval  had  been  given  by  the  Commonwealth  ministers  responsible  for 
early  childhood  education  as  part  of  the  process  for  approving  bilateral 
agreements,  and  that ministers had been briefed on, among other  things,  the 
relevant payment schedules and performance requirements.  

                                                 
32  National partnerships were a recent initiative in public administration. The application of the FMA 

Regulations to national partnerships was explained in paragraphs 30 to 67 of Federal Finances Circular 
No 2009/03 Accountabilities under the new Federal Financial Framework [Internet], available from 
<http://www.federalfinancialrelations.gov.au/content/circulars/circular_2009_03.pdf> [accessed 
13 December 2010]. This circular was issued in April 2009, just before the first NP ECE bilateral 
agreement was approved. 
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Regulations to national partnerships was explained in paragraphs 30 to 67 of Federal Finances Circular 
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<http://www.federalfinancialrelations.gov.au/content/circulars/circular_2009_03.pdf> [accessed 
13 December 2010]. This circular was issued in April 2009, just before the first NP ECE bilateral 
agreement was approved. 
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2.31 However,  there  was  not  an  explicit  record  made  of  the  spending 
approval as required by FMA Regulation 12.33 The ANAO considers  it highly 
desirable  that  agencies  advise  their minister  in writing when  the minister  is 
exercising a financial delegation, and also advise the relevant judgments to be 
applied  in  considering  expenditure  approval.  Such  an  approach  in  this  case 
would have aided compliance with Regulation 12 of the FMA Act. 

Establishing reporting and monitoring arrangements 
2.32 Having  established broad governance  arrangements  and performance 
indicators and benchmarks through the bilateral agreements, DEEWR needed 
to  develop  more  detailed  reporting  and  monitoring  arrangements  to  help 
assess progress, including through assessment of the delivery risks. 

2.33 The  ANAO  reviewed  the  reporting  and  monitoring  arrangements 
established  by  DEEWR  for  use  in  2010,  the  first  year  after  the  signing  of 
bilateral  agreements.  This  period  covered  an  annual  report  provided  by 
jurisdictions  for  2009,  to  support  a payment  in  July  2010;  and a  less detailed 
progress report in support of a smaller progress payment in December 2010. 

2.34 Overall,  the  ANAO  considers  that  DEEWR  established  satisfactory 
arrangements  for  the  detailed  reporting  and  monitoring  of  progress  of  the 
NP ECE34,  with  scope  to  strengthen  its  assessment  of  delivery  risks  for  the 
NP ECE, to help inform advice to the Minister on the anticipated achievement 
of outcomes and possible responses to any emerging issues. The basis for this 
assessment  is  summarised  below,  and  is  discussed  more  fully  in  the 
subsequent subsections. 

                                                 
33  During the course of this audit, DEEWR prepared documentation of the spending approval. 
34  The degree to which DEEWR adhered to the arrangements it established is assessed at paragraph 3.6. 
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Table 2.2 
Summary assessment of DEEWR’s role in developing reporting and 
monitoring arrangements 

Issue Relevance Assessment and comment 

A well structured 
process for 
monitoring progress  

Helps ensure monitoring 
is reliable and complete  

 DEEWR developed a soundly designed 
monitoring and assessment process to 
review progress to date. 

Use multiple 
perspectives  

Helps mitigate the risks 
of unreliable data from a 
single source 

 DEEWR’s process used multiple 
perspectives to help assess progress 
and activities. 

Assessing delivery 
risks  

Helps identify and 
respond to emerging 
risks  

 DEEWR had sought information to help 
analyse performance, but there is scope 
to strengthen assessment of the 
delivery risks. 

Legend: : not adequate;  : generally satisfactory, with scope to improve;   : satisfactory 

Source: ANAO analysis 

A structured process for completeness 
2.35 DEEWR  developed  a  monitoring  and  assessment  process  for  the 
six‐monthly reports from states and territories. The process for the 2009 annual 
reports  is  shown  in  Figure  2.1  below,  indicating  the  respective  roles  of  the 
states  and  territories,  DEEWR  and  the  Minister.  A  similar  but  less  detailed 
approach was followed for assessing the progress report for 2010. 
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Figure 2.1 
DEEWR’s process for assessing the 2009 NP ECE annual reports from 
jurisdictions 

 
Source: ANAO, based on information from DEEWR 

2.36 The  bilateral  agreements with  the Commonwealth  required  the  states 
and territories to report on the agreed performance indicators and deliverables.  

2.37 The  reporting  guidance  provided  by DEEWR  to  states  and  territories 
clarified  the  circumstances  under  which  the  Commonwealth  will  accept 
reports for the purposes of payment: 

From  a  Commonwealth  perspective,  it  is  very  important  that  the  Annual 
Reports  are  as  clear  and  as  transparent  as  possible,  and  as  consistent  across 
jurisdictions  as  practicable.  The  key  principle  is  that  information  should  be 
sufficiently  detailed  to  allow  an  external  reader  to  make  an  informed 
assessment  of  progress  against  the  agreed  performance  benchmarks  and 
deliverables. This will  involve providing an adequate and consistent  level of 
detail against the required reporting items set out in Bilateral Agreements.35  

                                                 
35  Email from DEEWR to state and territory program delegates on 15 February 2010. 

DEEWR  Minister States and Territories 

Issues guidance on format and approach

Provide annual report 
signed by program 
delegate (possibly 

following discussions of 
draft reports) 

Assessments by a central office SATE and a DEEWR 
State/Territory office specialist on universal access. 

Review and finalisation of assessment by universal 
access team leader and / or branch manager 

Joint meeting of senior officials to discuss progress and issues

If relevant, revised annual 
report provided 

Recommendation on acceptance of NP ECE report 
and payment 

Approval 
decision 

Certifies payments (to Treasury)

Payments received by 
state / territory treasuries 

and disbursed as 
appropriate 

Consider DEEWR views 

  

Issues assessment criteria to internal State and 
Territory Experts (SATE) on format and approach 
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2.38 The  assessment  guidance  to  DEEWR’s  state  and  territory  experts 
(SATEs)  explained  the  assessment  process  to  be  followed,  and  the  need  to 
make  two  distinct  assessments  to  form  the  basis  of  recommendations  to  the 
Minister, namely: 

• whether  the  reports  were  sufficiently  detailed  to  allow  an  informed 
assessment  of  progress  against  the  agreed  performance  benchmarks 
and deliverables; and 

• whether progress was sufficient36 to justify payment.  

2.39 DEEWR’s  approach  to  assessing  progress  against  performance 
benchmarks  and  deliverables  was  well  structured.  The  process  used  an 
assessment  template  which  allowed  DEEWR  to  methodically  compare 
reported  progress  against  planned  progress,  and  to  seek  further  information 
from jurisdictions as appropriate. 

Multiple perspectives to improve reliability 
2.40 When attempting  to assess progress of  a program,  there  is  a  risk  that 
information  provided may  be  unreliable.  This  is  particularly  the  case  in  the 
NP ECE  given  there  has  been  previously  a  lack  of  reliable  data  on  early 
childhood  education.  One  way  of  managing  this  risk  is  to  gain  multiple 
perspectives  on  the  issues.  The  monitoring  and  reporting  arrangements 
developed by DEEWR obtained multiple perspectives by: 

• having  reports  from  jurisdictions  assessed by both  central  office  staff, 
and by DEEWR staff from the relevant DEEWR state or territory office; 

• having  a  DEEWR  member  (in  a  non‐decision  making  role)  on  the 
implementation committee  for  the NP ECE  in each  jurisdiction, which 
provided  direct  contact  with  early  childhood  education  service 
providers and similar stakeholders;  

• comparing data from the jurisdiction’s report with other sources, such 
as  the  jurisdiction’s  Data  Capability  Report  and  the  Report  on 
Government Services; and  

                                                 
36  Paragraph 4(b) of each bilateral agreement under the NP ECE states that if the jurisdiction “does not 

meet the deliverables as specified”, then “the Commonwealth will consider whether or not further 
payments should be made, and the timing and amount of such payments”. 
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36  Paragraph 4(b) of each bilateral agreement under the NP ECE states that if the jurisdiction “does not 

meet the deliverables as specified”, then “the Commonwealth will consider whether or not further 
payments should be made, and the timing and amount of such payments”. 
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• by  having  another  experienced  officer  undertake  a  quality  assurance 
review of draft assessments. 

Assessing delivery risks 
2.41 Agencies  can  be  expected  to  have  a  good  understanding  of  delivery 
risks for government programs, so as to be able to advise their minister of any 
emerging issues and possible responses. In other audit reports, the ANAO has 
noted  that  delays  or  difficulties  which  emerged  were  often  reasonably 
foreseeable, but that for a variety of reasons37 there was not an active focus on 
identifying these risks, or monitoring of changes in these risks.  

2.42 The  importance  of  understanding  the delivery  risks  is  heightened  for 
initiatives  such  as  the  NP ECE,  where  there  are  significant  Commonwealth 
funds  involved,  and  where  significant  changes  are  intended  in  a  relatively 
short period.38 In particular, 78 per cent of the Commonwealth funding and the 
most significant increases in preschool programs, are planned for the final two 
years of the five year partnership, 2011–12 and 2012–13.  

2.43 Making a structured assessment of delivery risks typically requires an 
understanding  of  the  implementation  activities  and  their  linkage  to  the 
anticipated outcomes, and of progress versus plans to date. It is also important 
to consider potential areas of difficulty with respect to the key enablers of the 
outcomes being sought.  

2.44 As  previously  mentioned,  each  bilateral  agreement  included 
performance  benchmarks  and  deliverables  for  the  transition  to  universal 
access. DEEWR also requested that: 

Jurisdictions  should  detail  how  a  proposed  strategy  is  achieving  agreed 
outcomes and over what time frame. That is, jurisdictions will need to provide 
detailed information on the link between the strategy employed, and how the 
strategy will meet agreed outcomes.39 

                                                 
37  Reasons for not identifying risks early often include lack of clarity on responsibility, lack of skills and 

resources, or an environment where those involved consider that identifying risks may not be to their 
advantage. 

38  The NP ECE involves nearly $1 billion of Commonwealth funding, and an increase in the delivery of ECE 
programs of some 60 per cent over five years.  

39  DEEWR communication to jurisdictions 15 February 2010. ANAO considered that the information 
provided on linkages from actions to outcomes was in a number of cases not as clear as desirable. On 
the other hand, the ANAO recognises there were time pressures to finalise bilateral agreements, which 
needed to be balanced against seeking additional information. 
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2.45 DEEWR  had  developed  systematic  arrangements  to  assess 
jurisdictions’  reported progress  to date against performance benchmarks and 
planned  deliverables,  and  also  sought  information  from  jurisdictions  on 
possible  risks  to  the achievement of benchmarks and deliverables. However, 
the ANAO  did  not  observe  as  strong  an  approach  by DEEWR  to  assessing 
performance information and key enablers of universal access, with a view to 
making informed judgements about anticipated partnership outcomes.40  

2.46 As  noted  at  Appendix  2  there  are  key  underlying  enablers  which 
present challenges for achieving universal access, such as teacher numbers and 
the  availability  of  early  childhood  education  facilities.  In  that  context,  one 
approach to gaining further insight into the delivery risks would be to consider 
the  typical  steps  involved  in  increasing  the  supply of  these  enablers,  and  to 
compare those steps with progress achieved to date.  

2.47 Strengthening  the assessment of delivery  risks, particularly  in  light of 
the NP ECE  funding  schedule  and delivery  timetable, would  better position 
DEEWR to advise its Minister of possible issues and potential policy responses, 
including any necessary communications between  the Minister and state and 
territory counterparts. In this context, the NP ECE is one of a number of COAG 
national partnerships that seek to  improve aspects of ECE, and where related 
issues are identified there is potential for a well coordinated response.  

2.48 The  national  partnership  approach  seeks  to minimise  the  degree  of 
detailed  information  required  from  states  and  territories.  Accordingly, 
strengthened  assessment  of  the  delivery  risks  would  focus  on  relevant 
information  available  to  DEEWR,  and  on  any  additional  information  that 
jurisdictions  agreed  to  provide  to  help  develop  a  reliable,  shared 
understanding of any risks and anticipated outcomes.  

Recommendation No.1  
2.49 In  the  context  of  the  steep  increases  in Commonwealth  funding  and 
delivery  expectations  scheduled  over  the  final  two  years  of  the  National 
Partnership,  the ANAO  recommends  that DEEWR  strengthen  assessment  of 
the delivery risks, to help inform advice to the Minister on: 

                                                 
40  For example, a report to DEEWR’s Minister assessing progress in a jurisdiction might indicate that 

20 teacher scholarships had been offered that year in accordance with plan, but not place that figure into 
the context of whether progress was consistent with meeting the goal of universal access by 2013. 
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2.45 DEEWR  had  developed  systematic  arrangements  to  assess 
jurisdictions’  reported progress  to date against performance benchmarks and 
planned  deliverables,  and  also  sought  information  from  jurisdictions  on 
possible  risks  to  the achievement of benchmarks and deliverables. However, 
the ANAO  did  not  observe  as  strong  an  approach  by DEEWR  to  assessing 
performance information and key enablers of universal access, with a view to 
making informed judgements about anticipated partnership outcomes.40  

2.46 As  noted  at  Appendix  2  there  are  key  underlying  enablers  which 
present challenges for achieving universal access, such as teacher numbers and 
the  availability  of  early  childhood  education  facilities.  In  that  context,  one 
approach to gaining further insight into the delivery risks would be to consider 
the  typical  steps  involved  in  increasing  the  supply of  these  enablers,  and  to 
compare those steps with progress achieved to date.  

2.47 Strengthening  the assessment of delivery  risks, particularly  in  light of 
the NP ECE  funding  schedule  and delivery  timetable, would  better position 
DEEWR to advise its Minister of possible issues and potential policy responses, 
including any necessary communications between  the Minister and state and 
territory counterparts. In this context, the NP ECE is one of a number of COAG 
national partnerships that seek to  improve aspects of ECE, and where related 
issues are identified there is potential for a well coordinated response.  

2.48 The  national  partnership  approach  seeks  to minimise  the  degree  of 
detailed  information  required  from  states  and  territories.  Accordingly, 
strengthened  assessment  of  the  delivery  risks  would  focus  on  relevant 
information  available  to  DEEWR,  and  on  any  additional  information  that 
jurisdictions  agreed  to  provide  to  help  develop  a  reliable,  shared 
understanding of any risks and anticipated outcomes.  

Recommendation No.1  
2.49 In  the  context  of  the  steep  increases  in Commonwealth  funding  and 
delivery  expectations  scheduled  over  the  final  two  years  of  the  National 
Partnership,  the ANAO  recommends  that DEEWR  strengthen  assessment  of 
the delivery risks, to help inform advice to the Minister on: 

                                                 
40  For example, a report to DEEWR’s Minister assessing progress in a jurisdiction might indicate that 

20 teacher scholarships had been offered that year in accordance with plan, but not place that figure into 
the context of whether progress was consistent with meeting the goal of universal access by 2013. 
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• achievement of anticipated outcomes;  

• possible policy responses to any emerging issues; and 

• any  related  communications  between  the  Minister  and  state  and 
territory counterparts. 

2.50 DEEWR response: Agreed. DEEWR advised ANAO that: 

DEEWR  has  increased  assessment  and  reporting  on  delivery  risks. DEEWR 
agrees with this recommendation and agrees that improvement in this regard 
will  “focus  on  relevant  information  available  to  DEEWR,  and  on  any 
additional  information  that  jurisdictions agreed  to provide  to help develop a 
reliable,  shared  understanding  of  any  risks  and  anticipated  outcomes” 
(paragraph 2.48).  

Leading development of the national Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy 
2.51 In  the  2008–09 Budget,  the Australian Government  set  six  targets  for 
closing the gap on Indigenous disadvantage41, including a target to ‘to provide 
all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander four‐year‐olds in remote communities 
with access to a quality preschool program within five years.’ The NP ECE was 
the  practical  mechanism  to  work  toward  this  target,  providing  new 
Commonwealth  funding, setting specific  targets  for  Indigenous children, and 
specifying  that  a  strategy  be  developed  for  universal  access  to  ECE  for 
Indigenous children.  

2.52 The states and territories had responsibilities associated with universal 
access for Indigenous children through two mechanisms. Firstly, through their 
bilateral  agreements, where  they  specified  annual  performance  benchmarks 
and relevant deliverables related to the participation of Indigenous children in 
ECE. Secondly, through ‘developing specific strategies for delivering universal 
access in Indigenous communities’. 42 

2.53 The  NP ECE  specified  that  the  Commonwealth  was  responsible  for 
leading  the development of  the  ‘Indigenous  (including  remote  communities) 

                                                 
41  The Honourable Jenny Macklin MP (Minister For Families, Housing, Community Services And 

Indigenous Affairs), First Steps in Closing the Gap, [Internet], Ministerial statement, Canberra, 
13 May 2008, available from <http://www.aph.gov.au/Budget/2008-
09/content/ministerial_statements/html/indigenous-03.htm> [accessed 3 March 2011]. 

42  NP ECE paragraph 26 (d). 
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universal  access  strategy’.43  DEEWR  had  carriage  of  this  role  for  the 
Commonwealth.  

2.54 In assessing the role of DEEWR, it is relevant to note that the NP ECE 
funding  was  provided  as  a  total  package  for  progress  toward  universal 
access—including  a  specific  target  for  Indigenous  children.  There  was  no 
component  of  the  overall  funding made  subject  to  agreement  of  a  national 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy. This could be 
expected  to reduce DEEWR’s ability  to  influence states and  territories  to give 
priority to developing the strategy. 

2.55 Overall,  and  in  the  above  context,  the ANAO  considers  that DEEWR 
coordinated the preparation of an informative strategy document on achieving 
universal  access  to ECE  for  Indigenous  children,  but  that  the  timing  of  this 
work  is  likely  to  have  reduced  its  impact.  The  basis  for  this  assessment  is 
summarised in Table 2.3 below, and is discussed more fully in the subsequent 
subsections. 

Table 2.3 
Summary assessment of DEEWR’s role in developing the national 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy 

Issue Relevance Assessment and comment 

Issuing the strategy 
in a timely manner 

Timely agreement 
brings benefits 
sooner 

 The strategy was publicly released in June 
2011, more than halfway through the life of the 
NP ECE and thus having a reduced opportunity 
to focus activity. 

Strategy provides a 
basis for practical 
action and 
measurable results 

Helps achieve 
intended benefits 

 The strategy identifies the current status and 
areas for focus. It lists many additional activities 
to those in bilateral agreements. The expected 
results are being measured, but the additional 
activities are not being monitored through the 
NP ECE and many listed activities do not lend 
themselves to measurement. 

Relevant 
stakeholders 
involved 

Gain the benefit of 
their experience 
and develop 
commitment 

 A wide range of stakeholders were initially 
consulted by DEEWR, with DEEWR 
subsequently working closely with state and 
territory officials. 

Legend: : not adequate;  : generally satisfactory, with scope to improve;   : satisfactory 

Source: ANAO analysis 

                                                 
43  NP ECE paragraph 25 (d). In keeping with the title of the final document, the wording ‘national Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Universal Access Strategy’ is generally used in this audit report. 
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43  NP ECE paragraph 25 (d). In keeping with the title of the final document, the wording ‘national Aboriginal 
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Timeliness 
2.56 Following the signing of the NP ECE in October 2008, DEEWR’s efforts 
were focused on developing and agreeing bilateral agreements with each state 
and  territory.  These  bilateral  agreements  included  specific  performance 
indicators,  benchmarks  and  activities  related  to  the  goal  of Aboriginal  and 
Torres  Strait  Islander  universal  access  in  each  jurisdiction.  As  previously 
mentioned, the bilateral agreements were all signed by September 2009. 

2.57 In October  2009, DEEWR  organised  a  facilitated workshop with  key 
stakeholders  to  provide  input  to  the  national  Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait 
Islander  Universal  Access  Strategy.  The  subsequent  draft  strategy  was 
reviewed in early 2010 by the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. As a 
result, DEEWR was asked to seek more detailed and specific action plans from 
states and territories and to assign priority to completing the strategy. 

2.58 During 2010, DEEWR negotiated the content of the strategy with states 
and  territories.  However,  several  states  and  territories  indicated  that  they 
considered  that  the more  detailed  plan  being  sought  involved  considerable 
overlap with  information  already  provided  in  the NP ECE  and  the  bilateral 
agreements,  and  that  they  preferred  a  simpler  approach.  The  final  strategy 
adopted  a  simpler  approach  than  envisaged  in  early  2010  by  the 
Commonwealth. 

2.59 A  final  draft  of  the  national  Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait  Islander 
Universal Access Strategy was developed by officials from DEEWR and states 
and territories by October 2010. The strategy was then approved or endorsed 
by  the  relevant  committees  of  officials,  namely  the  Early  Childhood 
Development Working Group  (ECDWG) and  the Australian Education, Early 
Childhood  Development  and  Youth  Affairs  Senior  Officials  Committee 
(AEEYSOC). 

2.60 The  national  Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait  Islander  Universal  Access 
Strategy  was  approved  by  the  relevant  COAG  Ministerial  Council 
(MCEECDYA) on 8 February 2011. The strategy was approved in principle for 
publication  by  the  Commonwealth  Minister  on  28 March  2011.  Specific 
approval,  and  actual  publication  on  DEEWR’s  website44,  occurred  on 
                                                 
44  Universal Access to early childhood education for Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children [Internet], endorsed by the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and 
Youth Affairs, 2011, available from <http://www.deewr.gov.au/Earlychildhood/Documents/UAS.pdf> 
[accessed 24 June 2011]. 



 

 
ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
 
56 

3 June 2011, more  than  two‐and‐a‐half years after  the signing of  the  five‐year 
NP ECE. The overall timeline is shown diagrammatically in Figure 2.2 below. 

Figure 2.2 
Timeline for developing the national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Universal Access Strategy 

 
Source: ANAO analysis 

2.61 As  noted  in  paragraph  2.52,  the  bilateral  agreements  negotiated 
between  DEEWR  and  states  and  territories  included  a  specific  focus  on 
Indigenous access to ECE. Nevertheless, the fact that the substantive effort on 
the  Indigenous  strategy occurred  after  the bilateral  agreements were  signed, 
with publication 18 months after, is likely to have reduced the opportunity for 
the strategy  to help coordinate or  focus  the activities of states and  territories. 
As noted at paragraph 2.58, the development of the strategy after the bilateral 
agreements were signed created an  impression of duplicated effort, which  in 
turn further slowed progress. 

Strategy as a basis for action 
2.62 The  national  Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait  Islander  Universal  Access 
Strategy provides an overview of  the  issues and current status,  identifies key 
areas  for  focus and  the associated monitoring and governance arrangements, 
lists  activities  being  undertaken  in  each  jurisdiction,  and  lists  related 
Commonwealth  initiatives.  The  strategy  is  36  pages  long;  key  points  of  the 
strategy are provided in the following text box. 
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National Aboriginal  and Torres  Strait  Islander Universal Access  Strategy: 
key points45 

Current situation: 
In 2009 the enrolment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in ECE programs in the 
year before full time schooling: 
• was approximately 64%, compared with 70% for all children; 
• was very much better in remote areas (87%) than in cities (51%); 
• varied significantly across Australia (from 27% in Queensland to 100% in Tasmania); 
• is the same or better than for children generally in some states (New South Wales, South 
Australia and Tasmania). 
Key focus areas for future effort: 
• increasing access to early childhood education; 
• positive community awareness and engagement; 
• quality early childhood programs and activities; and 
• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural awareness of teachers and support staff. 
Each state and territory has included specific strategies and actions against the key focus areas. 

2.63 The strategy expands significantly on the actions  listed  in the NP ECE 
bilateral agreements related to Indigenous universal access. The strategy places 
its actions in the context of the key focus areas, which helps provide assurance 
that actions are being undertaken  in all the areas  likely to be needed to make 
progress. However, some state and territory initiatives listed had already been 
completed,  and  many  of  the  actions  listed  do  not  lend  themselves  to 
assessment, because they: 

• simply describe a general intent (such as to ‘explore opportunities’); 

• do not specify a completion date; or 

• do not indicate a degree of improvement to be achieved. 

2.64 The process  for developing  the  strategy, and  the  final document, has 
made  information  about  the  activities  being  undertaken  by  the  various 
jurisdictions easily accessible, and accordingly has the potential to improve the 
coordination of activities in this complex area. 

2.65 The strategy  indicates  that progress will be reported publicly  through 
the annual reports made by states and territories on their bilateral agreements.   
However,  these  annual  reports  will  not  include  information  on  all  the 
initiatives  listed  in  the strategy. The annual  reports will provide  information 
                                                 
45  Adapted from Universal Access to early childhood education for Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children, ibid.  p. 7-9. 
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on the extent to which the goal has been achieved, and on the activities listed 
in  the  bilateral  agreements,  but  not  on  the  many  additional  activities 
mentioned  in  the  national  Aboriginal  and  Torres  Strait  Islander  Universal 
Access Strategy.  

2.66 In  light of  the priority given by  the Australian Government  to closing 
the  gap  in  Indigenous  disadvantage,  the  ANAO  considers  there  would  be 
benefit  in  DEEWR  gaining  an  understanding  of  the  effectiveness  of  the 
activities in the national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Universal Access 
Strategy which  are  not  being monitored  through  reports under  the  bilateral 
agreements, with a view to promoting good practice. This could be through the 
evaluation  of  the  NP  ECE  being  conducted  on  behalf  of  MCEECDYA,  or 
through  some  other  appropriate  mechanism  agreed  with  the  states  and 
territories.  In  addition,  to  help  provide  an  informed  basis  for  evaluating 
progress,  it will be  important  for DEEWR  to  specifically  focus on  improving 
the  reliability  of  data  relating  to  Indigenous  participation  in  ECE.  The 
importance  of data  quality  generally  is  further discussed  in Chapter 3,  from 
paragraph 3.15. 

Stakeholder involvement 
2.67 The  abovementioned  October  2009  facilitated  workshop  with  key 
stakeholders arranged by DEEWR included representatives from: 

• relevant associations; 

• academics and researchers; 

• Indigenous education peak bodies;  

• education providers; and  

• state and territory governments. 

2.68 This  workshop  developed  the  key  focus  areas  that  underpin  the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Strategy. 

2.69 Much  of  the  subsequent  development work  coordinated  by DEEWR 
involved  consultation with  the parties  to  the  strategy, namely  the  states and 
territories,  and with other Australian Government  agencies with  an  interest, 
such as the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. 
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Conclusion 
2.70 DEEWR  had  responsibility,  on  behalf  of  its Minister,  to  develop  an 
appropriate  administrative  foundation  for  implementation  of  the  NP  ECE. 
Overall, DEEWR’s activities  to establish  the  foundation  for  implementing  the 
NP ECE were satisfactory. The ANAO considered that DEEWR: 

• generally worked  effectively within  the  framework of  the NP ECE  to 
develop the bilateral agreements for ministerial consideration; 

• established  satisfactory  arrangements  for  the  detailed  reporting  and 
monitoring  of  progress  of  the NP ECE, with  scope  to  strengthen  its 
assessment of delivery risks  for  the NP ECE,  to help  inform advice  to 
the Minister on  the anticipated achievement of outcomes and possible 
responses to any emerging issues; and 

• coordinated  preparation  of  an  informative  strategy  document  on 
achieving universal access to ECE for Indigenous children, but that the 
timing of  this work  reduced  the opportunity  for  the  strategy  to  focus 
activity  being  funded  through  the NP ECE  in  support  of  Indigenous 
universal access. 
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3. Ongoing Monitoring and Activity in 
Support of Universal Access 
This  chapter  examines DEEWR’s  carriage  of  its  ongoing  responsibilities  associated 
with  the  NP ECE:  assessing  reports  from  jurisdictions  and  making  payments; 
developing  and  maintaining  key  relationships;  improving  data  quality;  and  public 
reporting and accountability. The chapter also discusses evaluation of the NP ECE and 
summarises reported progress to date. 

Introduction 
3.1 Under  national  partnership  arrangements,  the  focus  is  on  achieving 
outcomes  in  a  cooperative  spirit  between  jurisdictions, with  the  Australian 
Government making  payments  for  progress  toward  outcomes  and  outputs. 
The  Commonwealth  agency  responsible  for  administering  a  national 
partnership  supports  implementation  by  states  and  territories,  while 
monitoring progress and helping ensure accountability for results.  

3.2 Following the signing of the bilateral agreements with each jurisdiction 
in mid‐2009, DEEWR had ongoing responsibilities in the areas of performance 
monitoring, managing relationships,  improving data quality and reporting  to 
stakeholders. In this regard, the ANAO examined DEEWR’s: 

• assessment of reports from jurisdictions and making of payments; 

• development and maintenance of relationships with jurisdictions; 

• actions to improve data quality to help assess progress of the NP ECE; 
and 

• reporting to stakeholders on the NP ECE. 

3.3 In this context, this report also summarises:  

• steps  taken  by  the  parties  to  the  NP  ECE  to  evaluate  its  impact, 
including the proposed evaluation strategy; and 

• reported progress to the goals of the NP ECE. 

Assessing reports from jurisdictions and making 
payments 
3.4 In  accordance  with  the  bilateral  agreements,  jurisdictions  provide 
reports  twice  a  year  to DEEWR  on  activities  and progress  toward universal 
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access. DEEWR assesses these reports, provides advice to the Minister on their 
assessment and makes a recommendation regarding making payments  to  the 
jurisdictions. This process  is  a  central  element  to  the department’s  role,  and 
informs the Minister about the use of significant Commonwealth funds.  

3.5 To  carry out  this  role, DEEWR developed  an  appropriate  assessment 
process, described earlier at paragraph 2.35. This section assesses the extent to 
which DEEWR  followed  its planned process. The ANAO reviewed DEEWR’s 
assessments of the reports for all eight jurisdictions received in 2010.  

3.6 Overall, DEEWR carried out the assessment process in accordance with 
the defined process: 

• guidance on the reporting process was  provided to jurisdictions; 

• staff  involved  in  making  assessments  had  appropriate  guidance, 
experience and support; 

• assessments were carried out within a well structured framework; 

• advice was obtained from DEEWR state office representatives; 

• discussions, at both operational and  senior  levels, were held between 
DEEWR and  jurisdictions and  reports amended or  clarified  following 
these meetings; and 

• DEEWR  provided  the  Minister  with  soundly  based  advice  on  the 
acceptance of reports from jurisdictions. 

3.7 Nonetheless,  the ANAO  considered  there was  scope  for  providing  a 
more  structured  assessment  of  progress  to  the  Minister,  to  help  put  into 
context the volume of detail on activities undertaken. For example, some briefs 
to  the Minister  simply  stated  that  a  certain  number  of  new  preschools  had 
opened,  without  explaining  the  extent  to  which  this  was  consistent  with 
achieving the goal of universal access.  

3.8 Commonwealth funding for national partnerships is allocated through 
a Special Appropriation to the Department of the Treasury.46 The Treasurer is 
authorised  to  credit  amounts  to  the COAG  Reform  Fund  in  order  to make 
national partnership payments. The ANAO verified that following approval by 
the Minister, DEEWR provided appropriate certifications to Treasury to allow 
                                                 
46  In the case of the NP ECE, $15 million of the $970 million has been appropriated to DEEWR for national 

projects to improve ECE data collections, research and evaluation. 



 

 
ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
 
62 

payment,  and  that NP ECE payments47  for  2010–11 were  in  accordance with 
DEEWR’s certifications. 

Developing and maintaining key relationships 
3.9 An  important  role  in  successful  program  delivery  is  developing  and 
maintaining  relationships  with  service  partners  and  stakeholders.  This  is 
particularly  important  in  the  context  of  national  partnership  agreements, 
where  the arrangements are a relatively new approach and where  the parties 
have consciously reduced the degree of prescription in the arrangements. 

3.10 For  the NP ECE,  the key  relationship  for DEEWR  is with  the  relevant 
agencies within  state  and  territory  governments.  DEEWR  does  not  directly 
fund  service  providers  to  deliver  early  childhood  education;  the  state  or 
territory government has  the  relationships with  service providers. However, 
DEEWR may have relationships with some relevant service providers for other 
reasons, such as administration of Child Care Benefits.  

3.11 To  assess  DEEWR’s  approach  to  key  relationships,  the  ANAO 
interviewed  officials  from  five  of  the  eight  jurisdictions who had dealt with 
DEEWR in the development and operation of the NP ECE. The focus of these 
discussions was DEEWR’s professional dealings with jurisdictions, and not on 
the merits of policy positions of respective governments. 

3.12 Overall,  DEEWR  has  developed  and  maintained  relationships  with 
relevant  state  and  territory  agencies  well.  The  overall  view  of  those 
interviewed was that DEEWR had been professional and responsive, and had 
taken  an  effective  partnership  approach.  Those  interviewed  generally 
considered that: 

• DEEWR  had  taken  a  professional  approach  to  receiving,  and 
negotiating acceptance of, annual and progress reports; 

• DEEWR  had  been  supportive  in  helping  share  implementation 
experience and ideas among the states and territories; 

                                                 
47  The ANAO checked the amounts recorded for the NP ECE in the determinations issued by the Treasurer 

for national partnerships under section 16 of the Federal Financial Relations Act 2009. These 
determinations are publicly available in the Federal Register of Legislative Instruments, accessible 
through <http://www.comlaw.gov.au/>.  
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for national partnerships under section 16 of the Federal Financial Relations Act 2009. These 
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through <http://www.comlaw.gov.au/>.  
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• DEEWR  responded  reasonably  to  requests  for  flexibility  in  the 
implementation of  the NP ECE  to allow  for particular  local  issues and 
requirements; 

• DEEWR provided  appropriate  administrative  support  for  the general 
coordination and facilitation of the NP ECE; 

• the  relationship  had  begun  on  a  sound  basis,  and  there  had  been 
gradual  improvements  in  the  operation  of  the  program  as  DEEWR 
responded to feedback; and 

• the continuity over the life of the NP ECE of key DEEWR staff had been 
very positive. 

3.13 Some suggested areas of improvement were: 

• taking a broader early childhood approach—rather than a very specific 
focus  on  the  NP ECE—in  recognition  of  the  range  of  Australian 
Government  early  childhood  policies  in  place  and  the  broader  focus 
necessarily being taken by the state and territory agencies;  

• clarifying detailed policy issues48 on a national basis and more quickly, 
to help avoid  the occasional  lack of national  consistency arising  from 
settling implementation requirements on a bilateral basis; and 

• allowing  more  time  to  comment  on  complex  issues  and  large 
documents—on  occasion  only  a  few  days  had  been  allowed  for 
complex issues. 

3.14 The  state  and  territory  officials  interviewed  acknowledged  that  the 
quality of  the  relationship was a  shared  responsibility,  and  that  the national 
partnership framework was relatively new for all involved. 

Improving data quality 
3.15 A  focus on achieving agreed results, as used  in national partnerships, 
relies  on  being  able  to  reliably  measure  the  agreed  results.  However,  as 
discussed  earlier  at  paragraphs  2.23–2.27,  and  recognised  in  the  National 

                                                 
48  An example of a detailed policy issue is whether the goal of 15 hours per week for 40 weeks per year 

could be considered as being met by 30 hours per fortnight, or by 600 hours in the year. Individual states 
and territories considered that flexibility in this detailed requirement could reduce implementation costs 
and delays, or may better suit families, and still achieve the higher level goals of the NP ECE. This issue 
was resolved, providing greater flexibility. 
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Partnership,  there  have  been  difficulties  in  measuring  results  nationally, 
foremost being the lack of nationally comparable data.49 

3.16  To help  address  this  challenge,  the parties  agreed  in  the NP ECE  to 
work  in  partnership  to  develop  the  agreed  data  for  performance 
measurement50,  and  for  $3  million  of  the  Commonwealth  funding  being 
retained  annually  for national  early  childhood  research,  evaluation  and data 
development activities, based on an agreed work program.51  

3.17 DEEWR  was  responsible  for  coordinating  these  data  improvement 
initiatives from a Commonwealth perspective. 

3.18 Overall, the ANAO considers that DEEWR has taken appropriate steps 
to help  improve  the quality of data  to measure  the progress of  the NP ECE, 
and that reasonable progress is being achieved. The basis for this assessment is 
summarised below, and is discussed more fully in the subsequent subsections. 

Table 3.1 
Summary assessment of DEEWR’s role in improving data quality 

Issue Relevance Assessment and comment 

Understanding data 
requirements and 
initial data availability 

Helps to inform negotiation 
of performance indicators 
and planning data 
improvement projects 

 DEEWR developed an appropriate 
understanding at an early stage, 
which helped inform subsequent 
activity. 

Plan and actions to 
improve data quality 

Helps focus collective 
efforts where needed and 
work toward practical 
improvements 

 DEEWR developed appropriate 
plans, gained shared commitment 
and has relevant governance 
arrangements to implement the 
plans. 

Progress being 
achieved to improve 
data quality 

Helps assess progress of 
NP ECE; is an indicator of 
DEEWR’s role as 
coordinator 

 Progress is broadly in line with 
agreed plans; important 
achievements include agreed 
national data definitions for ECE 
and an initial national statistical 
report. 

Legend: : not adequate;  : generally satisfactory, with scope to improve;   : satisfactory 

Source: ANAO analysis 

                                                 
49  NP ECE, paragraph 21. 
50  NP ECE, paragraph 24(a). 
51  NP ECE,  paragraph 33. The total amount retained for data and evaluation work over the five years of 

the NP ECE is $15 million; the funds are appropriated annually to DEEWR. 
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Understanding data requirements and availability 
3.19 During  the  negotiation  of  the  NP ECE,  DEEWR  commissioned  a 
report52  on  the  quality  of  data  in  early  childhood  education.  The  report 
assessed  the key  information needs  associated with policy development  and 
program monitoring  for ECE,  the data generally available,  the gaps between 
the needs and availability, and  the broad approach  to addressing  the gaps  in 
data.  

3.20 The  report  concluded  that while  there were  quite  a  number  of  data 
collections that provided information on early childhood education, there were 
many limitations for performance monitoring of the universal preschool access 
commitment. Even  the basic  indicators of preschool attendance numbers and 
participation rate could not, at  that  time, be reliably measured  in a  form  that 
was comparable across the jurisdictions and consistent over time.  

3.21 The report found that the major weaknesses of the various data sources 
were: 

• the partial coverage of most data collections; 

• inconsistent data definitions across jurisdictions; 

• duplication and double counting; and 

• the difficulties integrating preschool and child care statistics. 

3.22 The  report  also  noted  that  problems  and  challenges  for  ECE  data 
development included: 

• the  split  of  policy  and  program  responsibilities  between 
Commonwealth and state/territory governments; 

• the  different mix  of  early  childhood  education  provision  across  the 
jurisdictions between government, private and community; and 

• the  variety  of  settings  in  which  preschool  may  take  place  and  the 
imprecise boundary between child care, preschool and early education. 

                                                 
52  McEwin, M and  Ryan, M,  Improving the quality of data on early childhood education  [Internet] , 

September 2008, available from 
<http://www.deewr.gov.au/Earlychildhood/Policy_Agenda/ECUA/Documents/ImprovingQualityDataECEP
haseOne.pdf> [accessed 20 June 2011]. 



 

 
ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
 
66 

3.23 DEEWR  also drew  upon  other  relevant  reviews  of ECE data  to  help 
inform its planning.53 

3.24 To gain a more precise understanding of  the data  that would be used 
by  each  jurisdiction  to  report  performance  under  the  NP  ECE,  DEEWR 
developed a Data Capability Report, to be completed by each jurisdiction. This 
report  required  jurisdictions  to  describe  the  specific  data  sources  and 
methodology  used  to  calculate  the  performance  indicators  agreed  in  the 
NP ECE. DEEWR modelled  the  format of  the Data Capability Reports on  the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics’ data quality assurance documentation. 

3.25 DEEWR’s  approach  to  understanding  the  data  requirements  and 
availability  suitably  informed  the  negotiation  of  bilateral  agreements  and 
subsequent planning.54 

Plan to improve data quality 
3.26 With  an  understanding  of  the  data  needed  and  available  to  help 
monitor the NP ECE the next step was for DEEWR, in conjunction with states 
and  territories,  to  develop  plans  to  address  the  data  shortcomings. DEEWR 
established a small  team  to help undertake  the planning and coordination of 
improvements to ECE data.  

3.27 During  2009,  in  parallel with  the  negotiation  of  bilateral  agreements 
with states and territories, DEEWR coordinated the development of a five‐year 
plan aimed at  improving  the availability and quality of data associated with 
early  childhood  education  and  care.  The  resulting  plan—the  National 
Information Agreement  on Early Childhood Education  and Care55  (ECEC)—
was endorsed by MCEECDYA in November 2009. 

                                                 
53  For example, Early childhood learning and care: data sources, gaps and opportunities, ABS publication, 

cat. no. 4105.0.55.001, Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008, available from 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4105.0.55.0012008?OpenDocument> 
[accessed 14 July 2011]; and McEwin, M and Ryan, M, Improving the quality of data on early childhood 
education – Phase Two [Internet], 30 June 2009, available from 
<http://www.deewr.gov.au/Earlychildhood/Policy_Agenda/ECUA/Documents/ImprovingQualityDataECEP
haseTwo.pdf> [accessed 20 June 2011]. 

54  In parallel with these activities, DEEWR was undertaking work in support of the long-term evaluation of 
the NP ECE, including performance measurement and data issues. The longer-term evaluation project 
has not been reviewed as part of this audit because it is still at a relatively early stage. 

55  National Information Agreement on Early Childhood Education and Care [Internet], MCEECDYA, 2009, 
available from <http://www.mceecdya.edu.au/verve/_resources/FINAL_National_Information 
_Agreement_on_Early_Childhood_Education_and_Care_-_Signed.pdf> [accessed 12 July 2011]. 
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Information Agreement  on Early Childhood Education  and Care55  (ECEC)—
was endorsed by MCEECDYA in November 2009. 

                                                 
53  For example, Early childhood learning and care: data sources, gaps and opportunities, ABS publication, 

cat. no. 4105.0.55.001, Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008, available from 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/4105.0.55.0012008?OpenDocument> 
[accessed 14 July 2011]; and McEwin, M and Ryan, M, Improving the quality of data on early childhood 
education – Phase Two [Internet], 30 June 2009, available from 
<http://www.deewr.gov.au/Earlychildhood/Policy_Agenda/ECUA/Documents/ImprovingQualityDataECEP
haseTwo.pdf> [accessed 20 June 2011]. 

54  In parallel with these activities, DEEWR was undertaking work in support of the long-term evaluation of 
the NP ECE, including performance measurement and data issues. The longer-term evaluation project 
has not been reviewed as part of this audit because it is still at a relatively early stage. 

55  National Information Agreement on Early Childhood Education and Care [Internet], MCEECDYA, 2009, 
available from <http://www.mceecdya.edu.au/verve/_resources/FINAL_National_Information 
_Agreement_on_Early_Childhood_Education_and_Care_-_Signed.pdf> [accessed 12 July 2011]. 
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3.28 The National  Information Agreement  on ECEC  sought  to provide  an 
overarching  framework while  recognising  that  each  jurisdiction  has  its  own 
objectives, service standards, data, performance indicators and reporting goals. 
The  Agreement  focused  on  the  collection,  sharing,  and  reporting  of  ECEC 
information.56  The  agreement  covered  eight  major  activities;  of  strong 
relevance to monitoring the NP ECE were57: 

• compilation of nationally comparable data in all ECEC data collections 
to  provide  evidence  of  achievement  against  the  six  performance 
indicators in the NP ECE; 

• development  and  implementation  of  agreed  data  standards, 
definitions, classifications and protocols through a National Minimum 
Data Set for ECEC; and  

• collection  and  reporting  of  timely,  high  quality  national  ECEC 
information, having regard to collection constraints. 

3.29 The agreement also set out principles of information rights and access, 
arrangements  for  governance  and  funding,  the  need  for  consultation  with 
interested and affected parties, and a broad work plan  for 2009  to 2013. The 
management  of  the  Agreement  and  related  structures  and  processes  is  the 
responsibility of the Early Childhood Data Sub‐Group (ECDSG).58 The ECDSG 
is chaired by DEEWR, and membership  includes representatives for all states 
and  territories,  the  Australian  Bureau  of  Statistics  (ABS),  the  Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW), the Productivity Commission, and the 
MCEECDYA Secretariat.59 

3.30 Since  its  formation,  the ECDSG  has met  regularly  and  oversighted  a 
program  of work  in  accordance with  the National  Information Agreement. 
Individual projects were identified and commenced to help progress the major 
activities listed above. Some examples are projects to use data collected by the 

                                                 
56  National Information Agreement on Early Childhood Education and Care, ibid. p. 5. 
57  National Information Agreement on Early Childhood Education and Care, ibid. p. 6. 
58  National Information Agreement on Early Childhood Education and Care, ibid. p. 11. See the ECDSG in 

context in the NP ECE governance diagram in Chapter 1 on p. 32. 
59  The ABS and AIHW are involved in issuing relevant specialist publications and data sets; the Productivity 

Commission issues the Report on Government Services, and has an interest in data definitions used in 
reporting on early childhood education; MCEECDYA is the parent body of the committee. 
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Commonwealth on long day care facilities to help understand the provision of 
ECE in those facilities, and work on a census of the ECE workforce. 

3.31 DEEWR  considers  the  overall data  strategy  for  the NP ECE  has  two 
main  parts.  The  first  part  addresses  the  current  realities  of  the  diverse, 
generally  state‐based pattern  of data  specification  and  analysis,  and  aims  to 
improve capacity to make  judgements about performance with that data. The 
second part of  the  strategy  is  aimed  at developing nationally  consistent  and 
comprehensive data specifications, collections and publication. 

3.32 In  relation  to  improving  the  quality  of  ECE  data,  DEEWR  has 
developed  appropriate  plans,  gained  shared  commitment  and  has  relevant 
governance arrangements to implement the plans. 

Progress being achieved to improve data quality 
3.33 Progress  achieved  by  the  parties  to  the  NP  ECE  and  associated 
stakeholders includes:  

• national  agreement  to  data  definitions  for  early  childhood  education 
and  care60,  and  associated  nationally  consistent  measures  such  as  a 
single reference period for collection of data; 

• national  agreement  to  provide data  to  the ABS  for  a National ECEC 
Data Collection which will, once fully implemented, include significant 
areas of new data such as national data on preschool programs in Long 
Day Care settings, and on Indigenous enrolment and attendance; 

• the  first  set  of  data  from  the National  ECEC Data Collection61  being 
released in April 2011; and  

• undertaking a National ECEC Workforce Census.62 

                                                 
60  These definitions are recorded in a national minimum data set (NMDS). The first ECEC NMDS was 

endorsed in May 2010; the 2011 version is available from AIHW at <http://meteor.aihw.gov.au 
/content/index.phtml/itemId/438006> [accessed 12 July 2011].  

61  Australian Bureau of Statistics, Experimental Estimates on Preschool Education, Australia, 2010, 
[Internet], ABS, Australia, 2011, available from <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4240.0>  
[accessed 12 July 2011]. 

62  The results of the National Childhood Education and Care Workforce Census were published on 29 June 
2011 and are available at 
<http://www.deewr.gov.au/Earlychildhood/Pages/NationalECECWorkforceCensusResults.aspx> 
[accessed 12 July 2011]. 
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3.34 Moving from the variety of state‐based data collections in use in 2009 to 
the present position has  involved gaining agreement by  the Commonwealth, 
states  and  territories  to  numerous  detailed  data  definitions,  data  collection 
from thousands of service providers and the bringing together of the data into 
a  reasonably comparable  format. An example of  the degree of detailed work 
involved is provided by the following extract of a single data definition.  

Sample data definition: Fees charged63 
Definition: The actual tuition fees charged per week for the child to attend preschool  
Guidance (simplified): 
Services should report their standard fee, that is, the tuition fee only. 
Exclude fees charged for the child to attend other non-preschool programs with the service 
provider, such as out of school hours care. Exclude other fees which are not tuition fees, such as 
application fee, enrolment fee, resources fee, IT fee, capital fee, credit card fee, uniform, books, 
stationary and library fees, etc. 
Count the net weekly costs that are charged, irrespective of whether the fees are actually paid. If 
subsidies are included in the calculation of the fees charged to the child, report the fees charged 
after deducting eligible subsidies.  
Donations paid by parents should not be included, nor should additional charges such as meals 
or transportation. 

3.35 DEEWR expects to have data to support performance reporting under 
the NP ECE  to a  satisfactory  level of quality  in 2012, using data  collected  in 
2011. This improvement is underpinned by the planned: 

• move  to  collecting  child  level ECE data  in most  jurisdictions  so as  to 
avoid double counting64 (from August 2011);  

• collection of data by jurisdictions during the same reference period; and 

• addition  of data  from  the Commonwealth’s Child Care Management 
System  (CCMS)  to  the  National  ECEC  Data  Collection  from 
November 2011. 

3.36 In  addition,  DEEWR  is  expecting  the  completion  of  several  funded 
research projects, which may provide some methodological guidance on how 
to: measure  ‘access’  in ECEC; assist calculating rates of  Indigenous children’s 
preschool  participation  in  the  year  before  formal  schooling,  particularly  in 

                                                 
63  Adapted from Early Childhood Education and Care: Unit Record Level NMDS 2011, AIHW, available 

from <http://meteor.aihw.gov.au/content/index.phtml/itemId/ 401478>. 
64  In statistical terms, the approach is called Unit Record Level (or URL) data collection. 
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remote areas; and help estimate how many preschool services are potentially 
being missed by the National ECEC Data Collection in each state and territory.  

3.37 Overall,  the  rate  of  progress  by  the  Commonwealth,  states  and 
territories has been broadly in line with the work plan set out in the National 
Information Agreement on ECEC.  

3.38 On a related point, the ANAO notes that there is a delay of some nine 
months  from  the  collection  of  ECE  enrolment  data  in August,  to  its  use  in 
helping  the  Minister  assess  progress  on  the  NP  ECE.65  This  delay  is  not 
unreasonable  for  the preparation  of  reliable  statistics  from  such  a  variety  of 
sources. However, many  new  enrolments  in  ECE  occur  on  the  basis  of  the 
school  year  (i.e.  in  February).  This  means  the  delay  between  changes  in 
enrolment  numbers  in  February  and  high  quality  statistics  going  to  the 
Minister in July the following year would be 15 months. The inherent delay in 
high quality statistics does reinforce  the benefits of DEEWR strengthening  its 
ability  to  assess  likely  delivery  risks  for  the  NP ECE  by  other  means,  as 
proposed  in Recommendation 1 of  this  report. More generally,  it  serves as a 
reminder  to  agencies  generally  involved  in  partnership  negotiations  to  take 
account  of  the  cycle  of  data  collection  and  verification  when  choosing 
reporting dates  in partnership agreements, so as  to allow  the use of  the most 
timely information for decision making that is practical. 

Reporting to stakeholders 
3.39 The  public  reporting  of  information  about  government  funded 
activities helps the Parliament and stakeholders understand how public money 
is being spent and whether the agreed results are being achieved. DEEWR has 
specific reporting responsibilities associated with the NP ECE arising from:  

• Commonwealth public  sector  arrangements,  such  as Portfolio Budget 
Statements (PBS) and annual reports; and  

• from  the NP ECE  itself,  and  elements  of  the  framework  for  national 
partnerships.  

3.40 Overall,  DEEWR  has  complied  with  the  formal  requirements  for 
reporting with regard to the NP ECE to a reasonable standard. 

                                                 
65  The timeliness of data used in public reporting is also discussed in the next section, at paragraph 3.57. 
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65  The timeliness of data used in public reporting is also discussed in the next section, at paragraph 3.57. 
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3.41 More  broadly,  to  help  interested  parties  assess  the  benefits  being 
achieved  in relation to the Commonwealth’s NP ECE expenditure,  it  is useful 
that information be easily accessible to stakeholders which explains the context 
and  reasoning  for  the  expenditure,  the  existing  and  target  situation,  and 
provides  regular  and  timely  progress  reports  on  a  useful  and  comparable 
basis. 

3.42 In  this  regard,  there  is  scope  for  DEEWR  to  make  it  easier  for 
stakeholders  to  find  timely,  consolidated,  clearly‐expressed  performance 
information  about  the NP ECE. DEEWR  is well  placed  to  do  so  because  it 
already undertakes analysis of progress, and there would be a relatively small 
effort needed to make this information more widely available.  

3.43 The  basis  for  these  assessments  is  provided  in  the  following 
subsections. 

DEEWR’s reporting obligations for the NP ECE 
3.44 The main reporting requirements relating to the NP ECE, and ANAO’s 
assessment of DEEWR’s degree of compliance, are shown in Table 3.2 below.  

Table 3.2 
Summary assessment of DEEWR’s compliance with reporting 
requirements relating to the NP ECE. 

Source of 
requirement Requirement Assessment 

Guidance for 
Portfolio Budget 
Statements  

Present information on 
what is to be achieved 
(outcomes), how that will 
be done (programs) and 
set performance targets.66 

 The 2011–12 PBS provides an appropriate 
description of how the NP ECE operates to 
support program objectives. Performance 
targets were set, and used consistently 
over time, but an additional indicator would 
have  provided a more balanced 
understanding of the use of funds. 

Guidance for 
annual reports 

Report on extent of 
achievement of 
performance targets for 
which the agency is 
responsible.  

 The most recent DEEWR Annual Report 
included appropriate information on the 
NP ECE, including performance against 
the targets given in the corresponding 
PBS.  

                                                 
66  In the DEEWR Portfolio Budget Statements the performance targets are labeled ‘program effectiveness 

indicators’. These correspond to the ‘performance indicators’ in the NP ECE, and the associated 
performance benchmarks in the bilateral agreements with states and territories. 



 

 
ANAO Audit Report No.10 2011–12 
Administration of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education 
 
72 

Source of 
requirement Requirement Assessment 

NP ECE 

Requires publishing of 
Annual Reports on 
progress of the NP ECE by 
the Commonwealth, states 
and territories. 

 Individual states and territories have 
prepared annual NP ECE reports which 
DEEWR has made publicly available. An 
annual NP ECE report has not been 
prepared by the Commonwealth.67 The 
COAG Reform Council reported some 
national summary information on the 
NP ECE for 2009. 

Legend: : not adequate;  : generally satisfactory, with scope to improve;   : satisfactory 

Source: ANAO analysis 

3.45 Generally, Portfolio Budget Statements (PBS) provide an opportunity to 
explain  the  outcomes  that will  be  achieved  from  planned  funding,  and  the 
annual reports of agencies describe what has been achieved. For the NP ECE, 
this relatively straightforward view is complicated by the fact that: 

• the  results  being  achieved  rely  on  funding  from  both  the 
Commonwealth and states and territories; 

• the  activities  being  undertaken  are  under  the  control  of  states  and 
territories, and accordingly the responsibility for results lies with states 
and territories; and  

• while  policy  responsibility  for  the  NP ECE  lies  with  DEEWR  the 
Commonwealth  funds  for  the  NP ECE  are  appropriated  to  the 
Treasury.68 

3.46 There  is  some  guidance  for  agencies  on  how  to  handle  these 
complexities.69 Broadly, the agency with policy responsibility (DEEWR  in this 
case)  reports on  the  results,  and provides  a  link  to  the  financial  information 
which is the reporting responsibility of the Treasury. 

                                                 
67  DEEWR agreed with the states and territories that the Commonwealth’s contribution to the NP ECE 

annual reporting process would concentrate on the key data point that the states and territories do not 
have: Indigenous enrolments in remote and very remote areas. DEEWR publishes that data on the 
website where the NP ECE annual reports are published. 

68  In accordance with the IGA FFR, Treasury makes payments for all national partnerships to states and 
territories 

69  See, for example, the guidance at page 30 of the Guidance for the Preparation of the 2010–11 Portfolio 
Budget Statements  op cit. The interaction between national partnerships and performance reporting is 
also discussed in ANAO audit report 2011–12 No.5 Development and Implementation of Key 
Performance Indicators to support the Outcomes and Programs Framework, ANAO 2011.  
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3.47 The ANAO  examined  the  PBS  for DEEWR  for  2009–10,  2010–11  and 
20011–12 and found that:  

• the 2011–12 PBS provides a reasonable explanation of the NP ECE and 
its  place  in  supporting  the  objective  of  Program  1.3  Early  childhood 
education  (namely,  ‘to  improve  access  to high‐quality  early  childhood 
education and child care, to support optimal child development in the 
early years and prepare children for formal schooling’);  

• there  had  been  a  consistency  of  performance  indicators  for  the  three 
consecutive  PBS  2009–10  to  2011–12,  which  assists  in  assessing 
performance over time; and 

• the  information provided on  the NP ECE, which was a new approach 
to  program  delivery  for  all  involved,  had  improved  over  the  three 
years.70 

3.48 The NP ECE includes six performance indicators; the PBS includes two 
of  these:  the overall and  Indigenous participation  rates. However, more  than 
half of the additional costs associated with the NP ECE goals can be considered 
as arising from increasing the hours of preschool offered to 15 hours per week, 
rather  than  increased  participation.  As  a  general  principle,  performance 
indicators  in  the  PBS  should  provide  reasonable  coverage  of  the  intended 
outcomes of the related Commonwealth expenditure. Accordingly, the ANAO 
suggests  consideration  be  given  to  incorporating  the  NP ECE  performance 
indicator for hours per week into the PBS. In the medium to long term, under 
ongoing  Commonwealth  funding  arrangements  to  attain  and/or  sustain 
universal access, effectiveness measures should address the broader benefits of 
ECE, such as by considering school performance for children who do, and do 
not, access ECE. 

3.49 While DEEWR complied with the PBS guidelines, the ANAO considers 
the explanation of the NP ECE would be improved by including in the text the 

                                                 
70  For example, earlier PBS misclassified the NP ECE as an administered item in the text; this has been 

corrected in the most recent PBS. 
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amount of Commonwealth funding involved ($970 million over five years), to 
avoid the need for readers to refer to the Treasury PBS for this information.71 

3.50 The most recent DEEWR Annual Report at the time of audit fieldwork 
was  for 2009–10. This  report provided appropriate  information  in  relation  to 
the NP ECE,  including  the  performance  in  relation  to  forecasts  for  the  year 
included in the 2009–10 PBS. 

3.51 The NP ECE states that ‘the Commonwealth and States and Territories 
will publish annual progress reports against reforms outlined in their bilateral 
agreements’.  The  states  and  territories  have  prepared  such NP  ECE  annual 
reports  for  the  calendar  years  2009  and  2010.  The  Commonwealth  has  not 
published an NP ECE report as such, although DEEWR has made the state and 
territory reports available on the DEEWR website after their acceptance by the 
Commonwealth. 

3.52 In  addition,  reporting  arrangements  for the  IGA FFR  allow  for  the 
COAG  Reform  Council  to  provide  reports  on  national  partnerships  to  the 
extent  that  they  support  the  objectives  in  national  agreements.  The  COAG 
Reform Council has identified the NP ECE as one of the national partnerships 
particularly  relevant  to  the National  Education Agreement  (NEA),  and  has 
included some summary performance information for all states and territories 
in its recent reports on the NEA.72 

Ease of stakeholder access to information about the NP ECE 
3.53 Accountability  is supported not  just by the preparation of reports, but 
by the ease with which stakeholders can find and understand the information. 
This is a broader question than whether DEEWR has complied with reporting 
guidelines.  Important  aspects  of  ease  of  access,  and  ANAO’s  assessment 

                                                 
71  ANAO audit report 2011–12 No.5 Development and Implementation of Key Performance Indicators to 

support the Outcomes and Programs Framework, recommended that to support the currency and 
appropriateness of the Outcomes and Programs Framework, the Department of Finance and 
Deregulation develop more expansive policy guidance for entities on how to reference performance 
reporting for programs delivered through national agreements, ANAO 2011. 

72  See, for example, pages 152–153 and 188–190 of COAG Reform Council, National Education 
Agreement: Performance report for 2009 [Internet], COAG Reform Council, Sydney, 2010, available from 
<http://www.coagreformcouncil.gov.au/reports/docs/NEA_report_2009.pdf> [accessed 26 July 2011]. 
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<http://www.coagreformcouncil.gov.au/reports/docs/NEA_report_2009.pdf> [accessed 26 July 2011]. 
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regarding the NP ECE73, are summarised in Table 3.3 below, and discussed in 
the following subsections. 

Table 3.3 
Summary assessment of ease of stakeholder access to information about 
the NP ECE 

Issue Relevance Assessment 

Ease of finding 
information 

Helps stakeholders find the 
information 

Information about the context and plans 
for the NP ECE was easy to find, as were 
individual state and territory progress 
reports. However, an important element 
of accountability—consolidated progress 
information—was difficult to find. 

Timeliness of 
information 

Regular reporting aids 
stakeholders becoming 
informed on a predictable 
basis; prompt reporting avoids 
delay between events and their 
being publicly known. 

DEEWR provided information on the 
NP ECE in its Portfolio Budget 
Statements, Annual Reports and website 
on the expected regular timetable. Much 
of the data is 12 or more months old 
when published. 

Ease of 
understanding 
background 

Helps stakeholders understand 
background and operation of 
program, and to assess 
progress in context. 

The NP ECE and DEEWR’s information 
sheets explain the program, and its 
linkages to broader ECE reforms. The 
current position and performance targets 
are well defined. 

Ease of 
understanding 
activity and 
progress 

Aim is to provide useful 
understanding of what is being 
done. 

Much useful information made available 
to stakeholders, but there is scope to 
improve its presentation to assist 
understanding. 

Note: The ease of stakeholder access to information on the NP ECE is a broader question than whether 
DEEWR met formal reporting requirements associated with a national partnership. Accordingly, 
ticks and crosses, as used in other summary assessment tables have not been used in this table. 
DEEWR’s compliance with its reporting requirements was generally satisfactory, as summarised in 
Table 3.2. 

Source: ANAO analysis 

Ease of finding information 

3.54 The  ANAO  accessed  some  20  different  websites  to  gain  an  overall 
understanding of the NP ECE, as shown in Figure 3.1.  

                                                 
73  The ANAO considered access to information to help understanding of the impact of the Commonwealth 

financial contribution. The IGA FFR sets as a goal improving the accountability of all levels of 
government. The ANAO did not assess accountability for the NP ECE at the state or territory level. 
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Figure 3.1 
Websites accessed to understand the NP ECE 

 
Source:  ANAO analysis 

Legend:  Boxes indicate websites. Arrows show links from one website to another. 

3.55 Some important information was provided  in documents not found in 
general  Internet  searches  for  the NP ECE  –  generally  because  the document 
contained  information on many other programs as well. The  information not 
found by general search was mostly associated with performance information. 
To locate this information generally requires an understanding of the reporting 
arrangements  associated  with  the  Commonwealth,  state  and  territory 
governments and with a range of bodies associated with the COAG reforms.  

3.56 In that context, it would assist general access to NP ECE information if 
DEEWR  expanded  its  readily  located web  page  on  the NP ECE  to  provide 
some additional links and access advice. 

Timeliness of information 

3.57 The  release  of  information  on  a  regular  basis  assists  public 
understanding and accountability by providing a predictable  timing  for new 
information. This has been generally achieved for the NP ECE, for example: 

    Eight x State & territory 
specific: Generally the website 
of the Department of Education 
or equivalent provides details on 
local implementation of the 
NP ECE

DEEWR – Universal 
access section: 
• Policy overview and 

fact sheet; data 
quality background 

• 5 year financial plan 
• State and territory 

annual progress 
reports 

• NP ECE Evaluation 
report 

• Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander 
Universal Access 
strategy 

• Links to many 
relevant documents 
on other websites 

DEEWR – Corporate 
publications section: 
• PBS for plans and 

targets, including 
NP ECE 

• Annual Reports for 
results 

COAG: 
• The actual NP ECE 

document 
Treasury: 
• PBS for planned 

funding for NP ECE 
• Annual reports for 

explanation of payment 
arrangements 

ComLaw: 
• For payments as made 

for NPs; notified 
monthly in legislative 
instruments 

Federal Financial 
Relations: 
• Bilateral agreements 

for the NP ECE for 
each state and territory 

COAG Reform Council: 
• National overview of 

activity and progress of 
NP ECE included in 
report on National 
Education Agreement 

MCEECDYA: 
• National Information 

Agreement on ECEC 
• Occasional NP ECE 

decisions recorded in 
meeting minutes 

MyChild: 
• Description of NP ECE 

from a parental 
perspective  

• Fact sheets for each 
state 

ABS & AIHW: 
• Statistical information 
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• DEEWR  has  provided  information  about  the  NP ECE  through  its 
annual PBS (generally May) and annual reports (generally September); 

• DEEWR’s  publication  of  the  NP ECE  annual  reports  of  states  and 
territories (generally July or August);  

• the  COAG  Reform  Council’s  report  on  the  National  Education 
Agreement, including comment on the NP ECE (generally September); 
and 

• the commencement in 2010 of a new ECE annual statistical series by the 
ABS (generally March). 

3.58 Accountability  is  also  aided  by  reducing  the  time  between  events 
occurring and their reporting. The ANAO notes that for the NP ECE there can 
be delays of 12–18 months between events and reporting.74  

3.59 In  part  these  delays  arise  from  the  need  to  review  and  check 
information to ensure it is of reasonable quality.  

3.60 Another factor  in the delay  is the need or preference to gain clearance 
from  a  range  of  parties,  or  to  release  national  information  jointly  (which 
involves waiting until all  information  is available). Given  that  there are nine 
governments involved in the NP ECE, there is a reasonable chance of clearance 
delays  arising  from  elections  and  caretaker  conventions  in  at  least  one 
jurisdiction  in  most  reporting  cycles.  The  ANAO  encourages  an  approach 
which seeks to reduce the delay between events and their reporting. In the case 
of the NP ECE, this could  include the publication on the Internet of state and 
territory  information upon  acceptance  and payment  by  the Commonwealth, 
with a national summary updated progressively. 

Ease of understanding background  

3.61 Effective accountability will be assisted by a clear understanding of the 
context  and  rationale  of  a  policy  initiative.  The ANAO  considered  such  an 
understanding was easy to develop in the case of the NP ECE: 

• the NP ECE itself explains the initiative and policy rationale; 

                                                 
74  For example, new preschool enrolments may occur in February, be measured in a preschool census in 

August, but may not be reported publicly as part of the NP ECE until the September of the following year. 
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• the  DEEWR  website  includes  clearly  written  explanatory  material 
suited for a range of audiences (such as parents, service providers and 
the general public); and 

• the  DEEWR  website  includes  links  to  more  detailed  information, 
including  placing  the NP ECE within  a  broader  set  of  related  early 
childhood initiatives. 

Ease of understanding activity and progress 

3.62 Effective  accountability  and  transparency  to  stakeholders will  also be 
assisted by  it being easy  to understand what activity has occurred and what 
progress  has  been  achieved.  The  annual  reporting  arrangements  under  the 
NP ECE  and  associated  bilateral  agreements  have  resulted  in  a  significant 
amount  of  useful  information  being made  available  on  a  state  and  territory 
basis.  However,  the  ANAO  considered  there  is  scope  to  improve  the 
presentation of the material to assist in understanding progress. For example: 

• The  individual state and  territory reports generally provide a detailed 
view  of  activities  and  achievements.  However,  to  gain  an 
understanding of trends and likely results it was necessary to also refer 
to the original bilateral agreements and preceding annual reports. 

• A simple national consolidation for all the NP ECE indicators for each 
state and territory was not available. The COAG Reform Council report 
on  the National Education Agreement covered  two of  the six NP ECE 
indicators. 

• An  estimate  of  performance  against  the  NP  ECE  indicators  for 
Australia  as  a whole  has  not  been  presented, making  it  difficult  to 
assess progress at a national level. 

• The  2010  annual  reports  on  the  NP ECE  from  states  and  territories 
comprise some 190 pages of  information with variation  in  format and 
data definitions.  It was  time  consuming  to  locate and understand  the 
information reported on particular performance indicators. 

3.63 Finally, the financial contributions of the Commonwealth, as agreed to 
in the NP ECE, are publicly reported. In the NP ECE, the states and territories 
agreed to maintaining their current level of effort in the delivery of preschool 
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programs75, but no specific reporting mechanism had been specified to provide 
a corresponding level of transparency to their financial contribution. 76 

Summary of reporting to stakeholders 
3.64 DEEWR  has  complied  with  its  reporting  obligations  relating  to  the 
NP ECE.  However,  it  was  difficult  to  access  timely,  consolidated, 
clearly‐presented performance information at national, and state and territory 
levels.  This  is  perhaps  not  unexpected,  given  the  wide  range  of  parties 
involved  in  the  development, management  and monitoring  of  the NP ECE, 
and the relative newness of the national partnership arrangements. 

3.65 One of the objectives of the IGA FFR reforms was that: 

The  accountability  of  governments  to  the  public will  be  enhanced  through 
simpler, standardised and more transparent public performance reporting for 
all jurisdictions, underpinned by clearer roles and responsibilities.77 

3.66 In  that  context,  the  ANAO  considers  there  is  scope  to  improve  the 
access  to performance  information on  the NP ECE so as  to better achieve  the 
IGA FFR accountability objective. From a Commonwealth perspective, funding 
of nearly $1 billion has been allocated to help achieve universal access to early 
childhood  education,  and  there  is  therefore  merit  in  the  Australian 
Government helping to improve access to performance information. DEEWR is 
well  placed  to  do  this  because  it  already  undertakes  timely  analysis  of 
progress,  and  can  readily  make  performance  information  more  widely 
available in a clearly‐presented format.  

                                                 
75  NP ECE, paragraph 26 (b). 
76  Information in the Report on Government Services provides some indications of expenditure by states 

and territories on preschool delivery, but not in a format which allows a straightforward assessment of 
the agreed ‘maintenance of effort’. 

77  Council of Australian Governments, IGA FFR, Schedule C: Public Accountability and Performance 
Reporting [Internet], COAG, Australia, 2008, available from 
<http://www.federalfinancialrelations.gov.au/content/inter_agreement_and_schedules/current/Schedule_
C.pdf> [accessed 6 December 2010], paragraph C1. 
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Recommendation No.2  
3.67 The  ANAO  recommends  that,  to  support  improved  information  to 
stakeholders  and  accountability,  DEEWR  provides  access  to  timely, 
consolidated  and  clearly‐presented  NP ECE  performance  information  at 
national,  and  state  and  territory  levels,  alongside  relevant  background 
information. 

3.68 DEEWR response: Agreed. DEEWR advised ANAO that: 

DEEWR  agrees  with  this  recommendation,  noting  that  the  information  to 
which  the  ANAO  refers  is  already  published  in  various  forms,  including 
through the COAG Reform Council’s reporting as well as the annual reporting 
under the National Partnership itself. There is also significant national reform 
underway with regard to the  implementation of a national collection of early 
childhood  education  data  by  the Australian  Bureau  of  Statistics, which  has 
considerable  bearing  on  this  issue.  In  terms  of  the  provision  of  timely  and 
comparable  performance  information,  particularly  that  provided  at  the 
national  level, we note  that DEEWR will be dependent on  cooperation with 
state and territory governments to achieve this end. 

Evaluation of the NP ECE 
3.69 Evaluation is a valuable tool for administering agencies that are seeking 
to  strengthen  the  quality  of  government  programs  and  improve  outcomes. 
Through evaluation, agencies  test  the extent  to which programs achieve  their 
stated  objectives.  In  the  case  of  the  NP ECE,  evaluation  presents  an 
opportunity  to extend performance assessment beyond measures of access  to 
ECE, to consideration of its broader benefits, and how to maximise them. 

3.70 As previously mentioned,  the NP ECE  required  that a comprehensive 
national evaluation would be undertaken throughout the life of the agreement. 
The  evaluation  strategy  was  to  be  developed  by  the  Commonwealth  in 
partnership with the states and territories.  

3.71 In  February  2010,  the  Ministerial  Council  for  Education,  Early 
Childhood Development and Youth Affairs  (MCEECDYA) endorsed a  jointly 
developed strategy for the NP ECE evaluation. A consultant was subsequently 
engaged by DEEWR  to develop  an  evaluation methodology78 and undertake 

                                                 
78  The Evaluation of National Partnership Agreement on Early Childhood Education Evaluation Framework 

was prepared by the consultant for DEEWR in October 2010. 
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Recommendation No.2  
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the  evaluation.  The  evaluation  is  now  underway  and  is  being  managed 
through  the  NP ECE  Evaluation  Steering  Committee,  which  comprises 
representatives from the Commonwealth and all states and territories.79  

3.72 Under  the  evaluation  strategy,  the  NP ECE  evaluation  is  being 
undertaken between 2010 and 2014. The initial focus of the evaluation is on the 
achievement of immediate outcomes, such as increasing capacity and ensuring 
affordability. The evaluation strategy envisages a subsequent focus on longer‐
term outcomes, including jurisdictions achieving the targets set in the NP ECE, 
and  the  impact  of  preschool  attendance  on  children’s  development  and 
families. 

3.73 In August 2011, the NP ECE evaluation Annual Progress Report 2010 was 
published on the DEEWR website. The 2010 report presents state and territory 
profiles  and  progress  to  31 December  2009,  includes  an  early  childhood 
development  literature  review,  discusses  the  evaluation  framework  and 
explores evaluation challenges, including data. Of particular note, the progress 
report states: 

Ultimately, the evaluation is concerned with more than whether the States and 
Territories managed  to  achieve  the  outcomes  specified  in  the NP  ECE.  The 
critical  issue  is  what  impact  the  initiative  has  on  children  and  families. 
However, measuring impact will be a highly challenging task.80 

3.74 The  longer‐term  focus of  the NP ECE evaluation on outcomes will be 
important  to  informing  governments  about  the  impact  of  the  additional 
measures to provide universal access to enhanced preschool programs by 2013. 

Reported progress to the goals of the NP ECE 
3.75 Progress on  the NP ECE against  the agreed performance  indicators  is 
reported  by  each  state  and  territory  annually.  The  following  consolidated 
progress  chart  was  prepared  by  the  ANAO  based  on  the  eight  bilateral 

                                                 
79  The NP ECE Evaluation Steering Committee reports through the Early Childhood Development Working 

Group (ECDWG) to the Australian, Education, Employment and Youth Senior Officers Committee 
(AEEYSOC) and MCEECDYA. 

80  Urbis, Evaluation of the National Partnership on Early Childhood Education Annual Progress Report 
2010 [Internet],Urbis, 2011, available from 
<http://www.deewr.gov.au/Earlychildhood/Policy_Agenda/ECUA/Documents/AnnualProgressReport2010
.pdf> [accessed 22 August 2011], p. vi. 
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agreements81, and 16 separate progress reports covering 2009 and 2010.82 While 
there  are  some  provisos  in  the  documents  on  the  reliability  of  data, which 
means  individual  data  points  should  be  treated with  caution,  these  overall 
indications of progress are likely to be of interest and value. 

3.76 Reported  progress  against  selected  indicators,  in  comparison  to 
planned progress, is summarised graphically in Figure 3.2, and in tabular form 
in Table 3.4. The state and territory reports indicate that as at December 2010: 

• all states and  territories have made progress as planned, or better, on 
increasing  the  percentage  of  children  enrolled  in  ECE  programs 
offering the NP ECE goal of 15 hours per week; 

• there remain significant increases to ECE program hours to be achieved 
in the next two years; 

• Queensland, the state with the most to achieve in increasing the overall 
rate of enrolment in ECE programs, has achieved the increases planned 
to date  (while noting  that much  greater  increases  are planned  in  the 
next two years); 

• the  rate of  enrolment  in New South Wales  is  increasing but  is below 
plan; and 

• there are mixed results in increasing enrolments for disadvantaged and 
Indigenous  children, with  some  jurisdictions  ahead  and  some behind 
plan, and with some uncertainty in the data.  

                                                 
81  The NP ECE bilateral agreements (listed under the heading ‘Implementation plans’) are available from 

<http://www.federalfinancialrelations.gov.au/content/national_partnership_agreements/education.aspx> 
[accessed 15 July 2011].  

82  Available, or planned to be available shortly, from the DEEWR web site 
<http://www.deewr.gov.au/Earlychildhood/Policy_Agenda/ECUA/Pages/annualreports.aspx> [accessed 
15 July 2011]. 
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Notes to Figure 3.2  
1. Each chart shows the time period January 2009 to June 2013 horizontally, and 0 to 100% vertically. Each 
column has charts for the named state or territory, and each row has charts for a selected indicator from the 
NP ECE.  
2. On each chart, a pale line indicates planned results over the five years of the NP ECE. Squares indicate 
reported results which are close to or above plan. Crosses indicate a reported result which is less than 98% 
of plan (a small margin in flagging shortfalls has been used to allow for minor variations in the data). 
3. The source data is states’ and territories’ NP ECE bilateral agreements and annual reports. These 
documents contain a number of provisos on data accuracy, and on comparability of data between years. 
4. For enrolments for disadvantaged and Indigenous children, there is not a common performance indicator. 
Some jurisdictions have indicators relating to the % of the target group enrolled in an ECE program, with a 
2013 target of 95% ('universal access'). Other jurisdictions have indicators relating to the proportion of all 
children enrolled (the 'share') who are in the target group. In these cases the goal is that the share enrolled in 
ECE programs matches the share of that group in the whole population of the jurisdiction. This means the 
goals for ‘share’ can be quite different between jurisdictions, although they are all equivalent to 'universal 
access'. 
5. Queensland ‘Disadvantaged %’: the 2010 result is lower than planned, however the data is reported as not 
being comparable with previous data, and likely to be an underestimate. 
6. Western Australia ‘Disadvantaged Share’ and ‘Indigenous %’: the reported results in the Western 
Australian annual reports are text, rather than numeric, so a chart is not shown. The text indicates that the 
baseline results have been maintained, and the bilateral agreement indicated that the baselines were 
satisfactory. 
7. Tasmania reported results for disadvantaged and Indigenous children in 2010 as a % not as a share as 
expressed in their bilateral agreement targets and previous results. Due to this change in reporting, there is 
no target in the bilateral agreement; 95% has been shown as the target in accordance with the goals of the 
NP ECE. Notes to the report indicate that the proportion of Indigenous children enrolled is likely to be higher 
that the reported 87.4% for 2010. A footnote indicates the share measure is calculated as 6.3%, which is 
ahead of the share target of 5.9% in the bilateral agreement for 2010. 

3.77 A  key  indicator  on  achieving  the  goal  of  universal  access  to  early 
childhood education  is the rate of enrolment. The planned and reported rates 
of enrolment  for each  state, over  the  life of  the NP ECE, are  shown  in Table 
3.4.83 These figures indicate that states and territories are generally achieving or 
near  to  the  planned  results.  A  few  states  are  below  plan  by  one  or  two 
percentage  points. New  South Wales was  seven  to  eight  percentage  points 
below its planned enrolment rates for 2009 and 2010.84 

                                                 
83  These figures provide a more precise view of the data in the corresponding charts in Figure 3.2. 
84  In response to the draft audit report, the New South Wales Office of Education advised that the New 

South Wales performance benchmarks for preschool enrolment rates may have been set at 
unrealistically high levels at the start of the NP ECE and, subject to agreement with the Commonwealth, 
may be adjusted. 
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Table 3.4 
Progress compared to plan on overall enrolment rate by state 

State 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

NSW Plan 88.6% 94.6% 94.9% 95.0% 95.0% 

Actual 81.9% 81.1% 86.2% 

Vic Plan 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 

Actual 95.8% 96.2% 99.9% 

Qld Plan 30.0% 36.0% 65.0% 86.0% 95.0% 

Actual 29.0% 32.0% 40.0% 

WA Plan 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 94.0% 95.0% 

Actual 95.0% 95.0% 97.5% 

SA Plan 88.0% 88.4% 88.5% 91.8% 95.0% 

Actual 87.9% 84.5% 87.7% 

Tas Plan 97.5% 97.5% 97.5% 97.5% 97.5% 

Actual 97.5% 96.5% 97.0% 

ACT Plan 94.0% 94.0% 94.0% 94.0% 95.0% 

Actual 94.0% 94.0% 95.4% 

NT Plan 89.0% 90.0% 91.0% 95.0% 95.0% 

Actual 88.7% 84.2% 88.4% 

Source: Bilateral agreements and annual reports of the states and territories. The 2008, 2009 and 2010 
figures are as at 31 December of that year. The 2013 goal is due to be achieved by 30 June 2013. 

3.78 The NP ECE also has performance indicators for the: 

• number of  teachers delivering preschool programs who are  four‐year 
university trained and early childhood qualified; and 

• distribution  of  children who  attend  a  preschool  program  by weekly 
cost per child (after subsidies) as defined by jurisdictions. 

3.79 As  mentioned  in  the  discussion  on  setting  targets  (paragraph  2.14 
onwards),  there was not  a  common performance  indicator  across  states  and 
territories  for  these  indicators,  and  there  is  variability  in  the  data  now 
available. Accordingly,  consolidated  information  on  these  indicators has not 
been presented in this report. However, the individual NP ECE annual reports 
include  a  description  on  progress  in  these  areas  using  the  particular 
information  available  in  that  state  or  territory.  DEEWR  advises  that,  in 
summary: 
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• All  jurisdictions exceeded  their  target  in relation  to  four‐year  trained 
early  childhood  teachers  delivering  preschool  programs  in  2010, 
except for SA, who fell slightly below target.  

• Low  to  no  fees were  reported  in WA,  SA,  TAS, ACT  and NT.  The 
average weekly  fee  to  attend  a  kindergarten  program  in Victoria  is 
reported to be $33.71 in 2010, a slight increase from $32.17 reported in 
2009.  In  NSW  the  cost  per  day  on  average  fell  by  four  cents  for 
community preschools and fell by  larger amounts for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait  Islander  children  ($9.08  compared  to $10.40 previously) 
and  for  low  income  families  ($15.45  compared  to $16.62 previously). 
Queenslandʹs reported performance suggests an  increase  in costs (for 
some cost bands) compared with 2009 results. 

• For  families  accessing  ECE  through  Long  Day  Care,  the  costs  are 
generally  similar  to  usual  Long Day Care  costs.  The  actual  costs  to 
parents will vary depending on their eligibility for child care rebates. 
Some states provide a subsidy to service providers calculated to cover 
the cost differential in employing a qualified ECE teacher. 

Conclusion 
3.80 DEEWR  had  ongoing  responsibilities  in  the  areas  of  performance 
monitoring,  managing  relationships,  improving  data  quality  and  public 
reporting for the NP ECE. Overall, DEEWR’s oversight and management of the 
NP ECE has been satisfactory. The ANAO considered that DEEWR: 

• assessed performance reports and made payments satisfactorily; 

• developed  and  maintained  relationships  with  relevant  state  and 
territory agencies well; 

• effectively coordinated action in relation to the quality of data to assess 
progress of the NP ECE; and 

• has generally complied with the formal requirements for reporting with 
regard to the NP ECE, but that nevertheless there  is scope to  improve 
access to NP ECE performance information. 

3.81 The  Commonwealth,  state  and  territory  governments  have  jointly 
developed an NP ECE evaluation strategy for 2010 to 2014, and the evaluation 
is  now  underway.  Importantly,  the  evaluation  is  to  extend  performance 
assessment beyond measures of access  to ECE,  to also consider  the  impact of 
preschool attendance on children’s development and families. 
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is  now  underway.  Importantly,  the  evaluation  is  to  extend  performance 
assessment beyond measures of access  to ECE,  to also consider  the  impact of 
preschool attendance on children’s development and families. 
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3.82 Progress  toward  the goals of  the NP ECE has so  far been  reported by 
states  and  territories  to  be  predominantly  in  accordance  with  the  planned 
targets. The most significant increases in preschool programs, and 78 per cent 
of the total Commonwealth funding of $970 million, are planned for the final 
two years of the NP ECE, 2011–12 and 2012–13. 

 

 

 

 

Ian McPhee              Canberra ACT 

Auditor‐General            3 November 2011 
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Appendix 1: Agency Responses to the Audit 

Comments were sought on the draft report from DEEWR. In addition, comments were 
sought from the relevant agencies in New South Wales and Queensland on an extract 
of  the  draft  report  containing  statistics  and  commentary  pertaining  to  their 
jurisdictions.  The  Queensland  Department  of  Education  and  Training  had  no 
comments on the extract of the draft report. 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
The  Department  of  Education,  Employment  and  Workplace  Relations 
(DEEWR) appreciates the opportunity to participate in the Performance Audit 
of  the  Administration  of  the  National  Partnership  on  Early  Childhood 
Education. 

DEEWR welcomes the ANAO’s findings that: 

• Overall administration of the initial phases of the National Partnership 
on Early Childhood Education has been effective,  initial planning was 
generally  sound and ongoing administration has been well managed. 
The ANAO have concluded that, “This provides a good foundation for 
DEEWR to further develop its administrative approach as the National 
Partnership  on  Early  Childhood  Education  moves  into  the  main 
expenditure and delivery phase in the next two years.” 

• Development  of  bilateral  agreements  was  effective  with  satisfactory 
arrangements  in  place  for  the  reporting  and  monitoring  of 
implementation plans. 

• Stakeholder  relationships  were  considered  to  be  well  managed  by 
DEEWR. 

• DEEWR has effectively coordinated activities to improve the quality of 
data to help measure the progress of the National Partnership on Early 
Childhood Education towards the goal of universal access. 

DEEWR acknowledges that while the ANAO findings were generally positive 
toward  DEEWR’s  administration  of  the  National  Partnership  on  Early 
Childhood Education there is further opportunity for improvement. 

DEEWR’s response to each of the audit’s recommendations is as follows: 
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Recommendation 1  

In  the  context  of  the  steep  increase  in  Commonwealth  funding  and 
delivery expectations scheduled over the final two years of the National 
Partnership, the ANAO recommends DEEWR strengthen assessment of 
delivery risks, to help inform advice to the Minister on: 

•  achievement of anticipated outcomes; 

•  possible policy responses to any emerging issues; and 

•  any related communications between the Minister and state and 
territory counterparts. 

DEEWR  has  increased  assessment  and  reporting  on  delivery  risks. DEEWR 
agrees with this recommendation and agrees that improvement in this regard 
will  “focus  on  relevant  information  available  to  DEEWR,  and  on  any 
additional  information  that  jurisdictions agreed  to provide  to help develop a 
reliable,  shared understanding of  any  risks  and  anticipated outcomes”  (para 
2.48). 

Recommendation 2 

The  ANAO  recommends  that,  to  support  improved  information  to 
stakeholders  and  accountability,  DEEWR  provide  access  to  timely, 
consolidated  and  clearly‐presented  National  Partnership  on  Early 
Childhood  Education  performance  information  at  national,  and  state 
and territory levels, alongside relevant background information. 

DEEWR  agrees  with  this  recommendation,  noting  that  the  information  to 
which  the  ANAO  refers  is  already  published  in  various  forms,  including 
through the COAG Reform Council’s reporting as well as the annual reporting 
under the National Partnership itself. There is also significant national reform 
underway with regard  to  the  implementation of a national collection of early 
childhood  education  data  by  the Australian  Bureau  of  Statistics, which  has 
considerable  bearing  on  this  issue.  In  terms  of  the  provision  of  timely  and 
comparable  performance  information,  particularly  that  provided  at  the 
national  level, we note  that DEEWR will be dependent  on  cooperation with 
state and territory governments to achieve this end. 

New South Wales: Office of Education 
NSW  is  in  discussions with  the Commonwealth  to  amend  the  performance 
benchmarks for the performance indicator “proportion of children enrolled in 
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a  preschool  program”,  so  that  there  is  a  more  realistic  trajectory  towards 
achieving 95% enrolment by 2013. 

For  several  jurisdictions,  performance  benchmarks  are  set  at  levels  that 
maintain  existing,  high  participation  rates.  For  others  including New  South 
Wales,  performance  benchmarks  reflect  the  need  for  significant  increases  in 
overall participation  in  order  to meet  the  95%  target  by  2013. However,  for 
New South Wales, performance benchmarks increase more steeply in the early 
years of  the Agreement compared  to  the other  jurisdictions, and precede  the 
increase  of  Commonwealth  funding  in  the  later  years  of  the  Agreement 
whereas it should be expected that achievements follow investments. 

The revised trajectory has been foreshadowed in the NSW 2010 Annual Report, 
and would be visibly implemented from the 2011 Annual Report, starting with 
the 2010 performance benchmark target. 
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Appendix 2: Early Childhood Education in Australia 

1. Early childhood education (also known as preschool, or kindergarten) 
is  delivered  by  a  variety  of  providers,  for  example:  state  government 
preschools;  as  standalone  programs  run  by  community  groups;  and within 
long day care centres. The cost  to parents,  the process  for enrolling children, 
regulatory arrangements and the availability of early childhood education also 
varies widely across jurisdictions.  

2. Children attending a preschool program in 2008 typically participated 
for 10 to 12 hours per week, for 40 weeks per year. The pattern of attendance 
varies—for  example  attending  either morning  or  afternoon  sessions  several 
days per week, or attending two days per week. 

3. A summary of the key characteristics of early childhood education in 
2008 in each jurisdiction is shown the table below. 

Table A.1  
Characteristics of early childhood education in 2008, compared to 
NP ECE goals 

Indicator: Goal NSW Vic Qld WA SA Tas ACT NT 

Setting Mixed Mixed Mixed Mixed School School School School School 

Average hours offered 
per week 15.0 12.7 10.0 12.8 11.0 11.0 10.8 13.0 12.0 

% of children enrolled 
in an ECE program 
that is available for at 
least 15 hours a week  

100% 29% 7% 0% 22% 0% 6% 14% 0% 

Enrolment:          

- all children 95% 82% 96% 29% 95% 88% 98% 94% 89% 
- disadvantaged 95% 74% 91% 38% - - - - - 
- Indigenous 95% 80% 64% 29% 95% 100% - - - 

Source: ANAO analysis of baseline information in each state and territory’s bilateral agreement 

Notes: There are material uncertainties in some of this baseline data, and it would be prudent to treat 
them as a useful indication of pre-existing arrangements. Some cells are vacant where an 
alternative baseline measure was provided. See Figure 3.2 for these baselines. 
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Key enablers for delivery of early childhood education 
4. To help understand the activities needed to implement the NP ECE, it 
is useful to consider the key enablers needed for early childhood education to 
be accessible85, as set out  in  the  figure below.  In order  to achieve  the goal of 
universal access,  the parties  to  the NP ECE will need  to  take practical actions 
on the enablers—such as the number of qualified preschool teachers available.  

Figure A.1 
Key enablers of accessibility to early childhood education 

 
Source: ANAO analysis 

5. Additional  factors  will  also  need  to  be  addressed  in  particular 
circumstances. For example, there may be additional factors needed to attract 
teachers  to work  in  regional  and  remote  locations;  or  a  need  to  adapt  the 
preschool curriculum to be relevant to particular segments of the community. 

6. The  relative  importance  of  enablers  will  vary  between  states  and 
territories. For example,  in some states  the government  is  the major operator 
and  can  decide  centrally  to  expand  preschool  operations.  In  other  states 
childcare  centres  and  community  groups  are  the major  operators who will 
need to take on extra staff and buildings. The decision making process may be 
more complex in these states, and take additional time.  

 

                                                 
85  The figure indicates important factors for accessibility. Additional factors will affect actual attendance, 

such as publicity to parents on the availability and benefits of early childhood education, location and 
operating hours, and the suitability of the curriculum. 
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The Australian Defence Forceʹs Mechanisms for Learning from Operational Activities 
Department of Defence 
 
ANAO Audit Report No.2 2011–12 
Confidentiality in Government Contracts: Senate Order for Departmental and Agency 
Contracts (Calendar Year 2010 Compliance) 
 
ANAO Audit Report No.3 2011–12 
Therapeutic Goods Regulation: Complementary Medicines 
Department of Health and Ageing 
 
ANAO Audit Report No.4 2011–12 
Indigenous Employment in Government Service Delivery 
 
ANAO Audit Report No.5 2011–12 
Development  and  Implementation  of  Key  Performance  Indicators  to  Support  the 
Outcomes and Programs Framework  
 
ANAO Audit Report No.6 2011–12 
Fair Work Education and Information Program 
Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 
 
ANAO Audit Report No.7 2011–12 
Establishment, Implementation and Administration of the Infrastructure Employment 
Projects Stream of the Jobs Fund 
Department of Infrastructure and Transport 
 
ANAO Audit Report No.8 2011–12 
The National Blood Authorityʹs Management of the National Blood Supply 
National Blood Authority 
 
ANAO Audit Report No.9 2011–12 
Indigenous Secondary Students Accommodation Initiatives 
Across agencies 
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Current Better Practice Guides 
The following Better Practice Guides are available on the ANAO website. 
 

Public Sector Audit Committees Aug 2011 
Human Resource Information Systems 
    Risks and Controls Mar 2011 
Fraud Control in Australian Government Entities Mar 2011 
Strategic and Operational Management of Assets by  
Public Sector Entities –  
     Delivering agreed outcomes through an efficient and  
     optimal asset base              Sep 2010 
Implementing Better Practice Grants Administration June 2010 
Planning and Approving Projects 

an Executive Perspective June 2010 
Innovation in the Public Sector 

Enabling Better Performance, Driving New Directions                      Dec 2009 
SAP ECC 6.0 

Security and Control June 2009 
Preparation of Financial Statements by Public Sector Entities June 2009 
Business Continuity Management 
 Building resilience in public sector entities June 2009 
Developing and Managing Internal Budgets June 2008 
Agency Management of Parliamentary Workflow May 2008 
Public Sector Internal Audit 
 An Investment in Assurance and Business Improvement Sep 2007 
Fairness and Transparency in Purchasing Decisions  
 Probity in Australian Government Procurement Aug 2007 
Administering Regulation Mar 2007 
Developing and Managing Contracts 
 Getting the Right Outcome, Paying the Right Price Feb 2007 
Implementation of Programme and Policy Initiatives: 
 Making implementation matter Oct 2006 
Legal Services Arrangements in Australian Government Agencies Aug 2006 

 




