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3.2 Quality of child care 
Key findings
In this section we describe the associations between child care quality and developmental outcomes for different subgroups of the population.
· Children who attended above standard quality child care had lower rates of developmental vulnerability than children attending services assessed as not yet at standard quality child care.
· Children who attended preschool were more likely to be developmentally on track on all domains than those who did not attend preschool, and this held for children attending any given quality of child care.
· For all Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) quintiles, children who attended above standard quality child care were more likely to be developmentally on track on all domains than those who attended not yet at standard quality child care.
· The difference in rates of being on track on all domains between SEIFA quintiles was generally larger than the difference in rates of being on track on all domains between child care quality categories within a SEIFA quintile. Children from the most advantaged SEIFA quintile who attended not yet at standard quality child care had lower rates of developmental vulnerability than those from least advantaged SEIFA quintile attending above standard quality child care. 
· When the analysis compared all children from the same SEIFA quintile, children who attended preschool but not formal child care generally had the highest rate of being developmentally on track on all domains. For children from equity groups including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, children from a language background other than English (LBOTE) and children from single parent households, those who attended above standard quality child care had the highest rate of being developmentally on track on all domains. 

Access to high quality child care has been shown to improve developmental outcomes in children. Carers with higher qualifications and lower child-carer ratios have been linked to improved cognition, language, and social skills in the first three years (Vandell and Wolfe 2000, Yamauchi and Leigh 2011).
The National Quality Standard (NQS) sets a high benchmark for early childhood education and care and outside school hours care services in Australia. Services are assessed and rated by their regulatory authority against the NQS and given a rating for each of the 7 quality areas and an overall rating based on these results (ACECQA 2021). 
We created a quality factor to simplify the overall quality rating into four categories (see Methodology section for details): 
· not yet at standard: overall rating of Significant Improvement Required or Working Towards National Quality Standard (NQS)
· at standard: overall rating that met the NQS 
· above standard:  overall rating of Excellent or Exceeding NQS
· provisional: child care quality not assessed by the NQF.
For each child, we identified child care quality as the most frequently occurring, non-missing, quarterly quality rating of all child care service providers attended by a child.
Figure 1 shows the rates of developmental vulnerability on one or more domains versus the quality of child care. We found that children who attended at standard services showed the same rates of developmental vulnerability as children who attended no child care. Children who attended not yet at standard child care had the highest rates of developmental vulnerability and children who attended above standard child care had the lowest rates. Quality indicators were not available for all child care providers; approximately 20 per cent of children attended child care with a provisional rating (see Methodology section for more details).
Figure 1. Proportion (%) of children who are developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains, by child care quality, 2018 AEDC cohort.

Source: Customised ‘First Five Years’ extract from the Multi-Agency Data Integration Project.  
Notes: This figure compares children from the 2018 cohort of the Australian Early Development Census. N = 272,626. Children in all of the groups may have separately attended preschool..   
Preschool and quality of child care
Figure 2 shows the rates of children developmentally on track on all domains versus the overall quality of the child care in a child’s history of child care attendance, split by preschool attendance. As reported in chapter 3.1, a small proportion of children (4.8%) did not attend preschool. 
Figure 2: Proportion (%) of children who were on track on all domains, by overall child care quality and preschool attendance, 2018 AEDC cohort.
Did not attend preschool            Attended preschool


Source: ‘First Five Years’ extract from the Multi-Agency Data Integration Project.
Notes: This figure compares children from the 2018 cohort of the Australian Early Development Census. The size of the cohort is slightly different to that on DV1 due to the differing requirements of having a valid “DV1” score or “on track on all domains” score.  Only children with known preschool attendance status are shown. Preschool attendance was identified through AEDC data or 600 hours of Long-Day Care attendance as per CCMS in year before school (see Methodology section).
[bookmark: _Hlk76074363]Children who attended preschool and either above standard quality child care or no child care were the most likely to be developmentally on track on all domains.
Children who attended higher quality child care were more likely to be developmentally on track on all domains, regardless of whether they attended preschool or not. However, the effect of different child care quality varies according to preschool attendance. For children who attended preschool the difference in rates of being developmentally on track on all domains between above standard and not yet at standard quality child care was approximately 5 percentage points, whereas for children who did not attend preschool the difference was approximately 10 percentage points (Figure 2). 
Children who attended preschool were more likely to be developmentally on track on all domains for all quality categories than children in the same quality category who did not attend preschool. Children who attended child care but not preschool were most likely to attend not yet at standard quality child care (with the not yet at standard group having the largest attendance of around 2,000 children). This subgroup of children was the least likely to be developmentally on track on all domains. 
Association between child care quality and developmental domains
For each AEDC domain, children who attended above standard quality child care were more likely to be developmentally on track than those who attended not yet at standard quality child care (Figure 3). The largest difference between rates for above standard and not yet at standard quality ratings occurred for the communication skills and general knowledge, and social competence domains (4 percentage points), while the lowest difference occurred for the emotional maturity domain (2 percentage points). 
For all AEDC domains, children who attended neither child care nor preschool were the least likely to be developmentally on track. The largest differences were observed in the cognitive domains (language and cognitive skills (school-based) and communication skills and general knowledge), and in physical health and wellbeing.   
Children who attended above standard child care had the highest rate of being developmentally on track on all domains (Figure 2). When considering each developmental domain separately, the results change between domains. Children who attended preschool but not formal child care were the most likely to be developmentally on track in the social competence and emotional maturity domains. For the cognitive domains (language and cognitive skills (school-based) and communication skills and general knowledge), children attending above and at standard child care (and who may or may not have attended preschool) had the highest rate of being developmentally on track. 

Figure 3: Proportion (%) of children who were developmentally on track, by AEDC domain and overall child care quality, 2018 AEDC cohort. 

Source: ‘First Five Years’ extract from the Multi-Agency Data Integration Project.
Notes: This figure compares children from the 2018 cohort of the Australian Early Development Census. Only children with known preschool attendance status are shown. Preschool attendance was identified through AEDC data or 600 hours of Long-Day Care attendance as per CCMS in year before school (see Methodology section).
Child care quality and area-based socio-economic status
To describe the socio-economic status of a child’s area of residence, we used one of the ABS’ SEIFA measures – the Index of Relative Socio-Economic Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD) (ABS 2018).  SEIFA quintiles were used, where quintile 5 represents the areas with the highest socio-economic status and quintile 1 represents the lowest. By splitting the cohort in this way, the analysis is effectively controlling for differences between SEIFA quintiles.
For all SEIFA quintiles, children who attended above standard quality child care were more likely to be developmentally on track on all domains than those who attended not yet at standard quality child care. The difference in rates between high and low quality child care was similar across SEIFA quintiles (2-4 percentage points). For all SEIFA quintiles, children who attended neither preschool nor child care were the least likely to be developmentally on track on all domains.
For all quality categories, rates of being developmentally on track on all domains increased as the SEIFA quintile increased. Even the lowest rate for SEIFA quintile 5 (59% for no child care and no preschool) was greater than the highest rate for SEIFA quintile 1 (49% for above standard child care).
Figure 4: Proportion (%) of children who were developmentally on track on all domains, by household SEIFA quintile and overall child care quality, 2018 AEDC cohort.

Source: ‘First Five Years’ extract from the Multi-Agency Data Integration Project.
Notes: This figure compares children from the 2018 cohort of the Australian Early Development Census. Only children with known preschool attendance status and SEIFA quintile are shown. Preschool attendance was identified through AEDC data or 600 hours of Long-Day Care attendance as per CCMS in year before school (see Methodology section).
Children from lower SEIFA quintiles were more likely to attend not yet at standard quality child care and were less likely to attend above standard quality child care (Figure 5). Only 24 per cent of children in SEIFA quintile 1 attended above standard quality child care, compared to 37 per cent of children in SEIFA quintile 5. Conversely, 37 per cent of children in the lowest SEIFA quintile attended not yet at standard child care, while only 30 per cent of children in the highest SEIFA quintile attended not yet at standard child care.
Figure 5: Proportion (%) of children who attended above, at, and not yet at standard quality child care, by household SEIFA quintile, 2018 AEDC cohort.

Source: ‘First Five Years’ extract from the Multi-Agency Data Integration Project.
Notes: This figure compares children from the 2018 cohort of the Australian Early Development Census. Only children with known SEIFA quintile and known child care quality are shown. 
Association between child care quality and developmental outcomes for equity groups
In this section, we looked at whether child care quality and preschool attendance have different associations for different cohorts: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, children from a language background other than English, and children from single parent households. The corresponding data for the entire AEDC cohort (Figure 2) is replotted here as Figure 6A for comparison.
For all groups, children attending higher quality child care were more likely to be developmentally on track on all domains (Figure 6). Rates of being on track on all domains were approximately 3 percentage points higher for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children who attended above standard quality child care than for those whose child care was not yet at standard quality (Figure 6B). Children from a language background other than English who attended above standard child care had rates of being developmentally on track on all domains approximately 7.5 percentage points higher than those attending not yet at standard quality child care (Figure 6C).  The difference is approximately 5 percentage points for children from single parent households who attended above standard quality child care compared to those who attended at or not yet at standard quality child care (Figure 6D).
For all equity cohorts, children who attended neither child care nor preschool were the least likely to be developmentally on track on all domains. Rates of being developmentally on track on all domains were nearly 20 percentage points higher for those who attended above standard quality child care, compared to those who attended neither child care nor preschool: for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children the difference was 41.6 compared to 22.3 per cent, for children from a language background other than English: 57.8 compared to 36.7 per cent, and for children from single parent households: 50.9 compared to 31.7 per cent.
The situation is different when comparing the quality of the child care group with the preschool only group. Looking at all the AEDC children, the non-child care, preschool only group has only a slightly lower rate of being developmentally on track on all domains compared to those attending above standard child care (Figure 6A). When looking at the equity cohorts, the preschool only group has only a slightly lower rate of being developmentally on track on all domains compared to those attending above quality child care for the children from single parent households. For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, the preschool only group has a lower rate of being developmentally on track on all domains than those attending child care of any quality. Similarly for the cohort with a language background other than English, the preschool only group has a lower rate of being developmentally on track on all domains, only slightly above that of the children attending not yet at standard child care. 


Figure 6: Proportion (%) of children who were developmentally on track on all domains, by quality of child care services attended, for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, children from Language background other than English, and children from single parent households, 2018 AEDC cohort.




Source: ‘First Five Years’ extract from the Multi-Agency Data Integration Project.
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[CELLRANGE]
[CELLRANGE]
[CELLRANGE]
[CELLRANGE]
[CELLRANGE]
[CELLRANGE]

Above standard child care	At standard child care	Not yet at standard child care	Provisional - not yet assessed	No formal child care	0.18320835790715309	0.20998577713094962	0.22432117573259253	0.21132600242074631	0.21315195980473323	18.3%	21.0%	22.4%	21.1%	21.3%	


Above standard
N = 45,479	At standard
N = 57,258	Not yet at standard
N = 51,728	No child care
N = 58,323	Above standard
N = 845	At standard
N = 1,393	Not yet at standard
N = 2,000	No child care
N = 6,622	0.59939752413201697	0.56652345523769609	0.5541872873492113	0.59585412273031224	0.46035502958579883	0.39195979899497485	0.35949999999999999	0.40154032014497132	

Above standard child care	
Physical health and wellbeing	Social competence	Emotional maturity	Language and cognitive skills (school-based)	Communication skills and general knowledge	80.679619997420787	77.795928895385074	78.059144539591458	88.361188186960916	82.372538904651364	At standard child care	
Physical health and wellbeing	Social competence	Emotional maturity	Language and cognitive skills (school-based)	Communication skills and general knowledge	78.860034987007253	74.893002717391298	76.293734882294828	86.287142177194525	79.298162176852259	Not yet at standard child care	
Physical health and wellbeing	Social competence	Emotional maturity	Language and cognitive skills (school-based)	Communication skills and general knowledge	77.637990772822434	73.86462598899368	75.682109844328309	85.198576037379013	77.593906936234092	No child care; preschool only	
Physical health and wellbeing	Social competence	Emotional maturity	Language and cognitive skills (school-based)	Communication skills and general knowledge	79.541187314375449	80.431517137785065	80.539198904484763	85.021280959950772	79.096247738058651	No child care and no preschool	
Physical health and wellbeing	Social competence	Emotional maturity	Language and cognitive skills (school-based)	Communication skills and general knowledge	65.102683255883676	68.231588420578973	72.039771015366071	67.543200601051851	60.938671464987259	AEDC Domain




Above standard	
49.036013095671152	58.517034068136276	62.223703210041094	64.725708972570899	67.600811564798377	At standard	
46.133483525767389	56.47417363444557	59.994628949959719	63.532158777329649	65.56093394077449	Not yet at standard	
45.216685037999653	54.686063038207507	58.52925945106162	62.683201803833143	64.024767801857578	No childcare; preschool only	
48.071111111111108	65.404530744336569	67.869029414410363	69.776982958131711	72.630315957872284	No childcare and no preschool	
32.015306122448976	44.423320659062107	45.865490628445428	52.218430034129696	58.550724637681164	SEIFA quintile




Above standard	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

23.910585370096548	27.690645170711761	30.182037614402091	33.080856626552347	36.902199344875996	At standard	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

38.607897712446729	37.375507462250653	37.450132421469043	36.225921796301279	32.868507253158633	Not yet at standard	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

37.48151691745673	34.933847367037586	32.367829964128866	30.693221577146371	30.229293401965371	SEIFA quintile




A: All AEDC children 


Above standard
N=46,324	At standard
N = 58,651	Not yet at standard
N =53,728	No child care, preschool only
N=58,323	No child care no preschool
N = 6,622	0.59686123823504011	0.56237745306985387	0.54694014294222748	0.59585412273031224	0.40154032014497132	Quality of child care



B. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children


Above standard
N = 1,931	At standard
N = 3,265	Not yet at standard
N = 3,030	No child care; preschool only
N = 4,455	No child care and no preschool
N = 910	41.584671154842049	39.111791730474735	38.382838283828384	34.859708193041527	22.30769230769231	

C: LBOTE children


Above standard
N = 8,920	At standard
N = 12,864	Not yet at standard
N = 15,491	No child care; preschool only
N = 12,728	No child care and no preschool
N = 2,162	57.757847533632287	54.710820895522382	50.274352850041957	51.264927718416089	36.679000925069381	

D: Children from single parent households


Above standard
N = 10,463	At standard
N = 15,323	Not yet at standard
N = 14,529	No child care; preschool only
N = 12,926	No child care and no preschool
N = 2,303	50.893625155309188	46.53788422632644	45.92883199119003	49.822064056939503	31.741207121146331	
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