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Early childhood education in the 
pre-school years is critical to a 
strong start in life and Australian 
children starting school are 
becoming more culturally diverse 

●  There is compelling evidence of the 
benefits of early childhood education 
and care (ECEC) (e.g. preschool, day-
care and playgroups) to reduce children’s 
developmental vulnerabilities, facilitate 
successful transition to school, and 
promote positive outcomes throughout 
the life course.

●  Evidence shows that participation in 
quality ECEC in the two-years before 
starting school is especially beneficial for 
disadvantaged children.

●  The demographic reality of increasing 
cultural diversity in Australia is reflected 
in early childhood with almost 26 per cent 
of children enrolled in their first year of 
full-time schooling in 2021 being from a 
culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) 
background (up from 17 per cent in 2009).

●  Children from CALD backgrounds are 
over-represented in more disadvantaged 
socio-economic areas, though this trend is 
decreasing over time.

●  Over 90% of children from CALD 
backgrounds reside in major cities in 
Australia.

●  This research uses data from the 
Australian Early Development Census 
(AEDC) to present analyses of data from 
this nationwide census of children starting 
their first year of full-time schooling over 
five time points 2009, 2012, 2015, 2018 
and 2021. We examine national data 
and data for the three most culturally 
diverse jurisdictions: New South Wales, 
Queensland and Victoria.

Children from culturally diverse 
backgrounds in Australia are much 
less likely to participate in early 
childhood education and early 
intervention programs before school

●  Overall, 82 per cent of children from CALD 
backgrounds attended some form of 
ECEC in 2021, compared to 90 per cent of 
non-CALD children – a gap that is seen 
across all national cohorts of the AEDC 
from 2009 to 2021.

●  The gaps in ECEC attendance between 
children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds vary by type of ECEC: 
– while attendance at preschool (the 

most common type of ECEC in 
Australia) among children from CALD 
backgrounds has increased slightly 
from 2018 to 2021, there remains a 
significant gap in preschool attendance 
between children from CALD and non-
CALD backgrounds, though the gap 
has narrowed;

– a similar result is seen in attendance 
at playgroups which has seen a drop 
in attendance for all children in recent 
years; 

– however, attendance by children 
from CALD backgrounds in early 
intervention programs (i.e., professional 
support such as speech therapy, 
occupational therapy, or disability 
support) is particularly low (almost 
half compared to that of non-CALD 
children), a significant gap that has 
persisted across all five waves of the 
AEDC since 2009.

●  Children from the most disadvantaged 
socio-economic backgrounds are less 
likely to participate in early childhood 
education irrespective of their cultural 
backgrounds.

Key messages



SSI  |  Stronger Starts, Brighter Futures II  |  2024 • 5 

●  There was little variation in the patterns 
of ECEC attendance among children from 
CALD backgrounds between the national 
level and the three jurisdictions – New 
South Wales, Queensland and Victoria – 
examined in this analysis of the AEDC. 

Children from culturally diverse 
backgrounds in Australia more likely 
to be developmentally vulnerable 
when they start school 

●  Children from CALD backgrounds are 
more likely to be developmentally 
vulnerable at school entry than non-
CALD children, as measured by the AEDC. 
This was consistent across all five AEDC 
cohorts of children from 2009 to 2021, 
though the gap has been closing over 
time. 

●  However, the absolute number of 
children from CALD backgrounds who 
are developmentally vulnerable at school 
entry has remained stable in recent years, 
reflecting an increase in the proportion 
of children from CALD background in the 
general population.

●  Overall, children from CALD backgrounds 
in Australia in 2021 who do not attend any 
type of ECEC are almost 1.8 times more 
likely to be developmentally vulnerable, 
compared to those who attend. 

●  The largest gap in developmental 
vulnerability between CALD children and 
other children is on the Communication 
skills and general knowledge domain 
of the AEDC, a domain associated with 
English language proficiency.

●  An equity-based analysis of the 2015, 2018 
and 2021 AEDC found that: 
– socio-economic disadvantage is 

the largest driver of developmental 
vulnerability for all children. Almost 
a third of children from CALD 
backgrounds living in the most 
disadvantaged socio-economic areas 
were developmentally vulnerable 
compared to 1 in 6 of their peers living 
in the most advantaged areas.

– English language proficiency also 
plays a large role in the risk of 
developmental vulnerabilities at school 
entry for CALD and non-CALD children.

– large differences exist in English 
proficiency between children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds. 
For example, just over half of CALD 
children have good/very good English, 
compared to three quarters of non-
CALD children: roughly 1 in 10 children 
from CALD backgrounds have poor/
very poor English compared to 1 in 20 
of non-CALD children. 

“ this research 
estimates using the 
2021 Census that 
there are more than 
390,000 children from 
CALD backgrounds 
aged 0–4 in the 
Australian population.
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Lifting attendance among children 
from CALD backgrounds in early 
childhood education and early 
intervention is vital to reduce 
developmental vulnerabilities 
and address equity issues 

●  The analysis of the AEDC in this report 
quantifies the link between lack of access 
to ECEC and poorer developmental 
outcomes for increasing numbers of 
children from CALD backgrounds at 
school entry, jeopardising their transition 
to school and outcomes throughout the 
life course.

●  Preschool attendance continues to have 
the strongest positive relationship with 
developmental outcomes among children 
from CALD backgrounds. Specifically, 
CALD children who did not attend 
preschool had 2.08 times greater odds 
of being developmentally vulnerable 
on one or more of the AEDC domains in 
2021, compared to CALD children who 
did attend. 

●  Playgroup and day-care attendance 
has smaller yet positive relationships 
with developmental outcomes for CALD 
children.

●  CALD children tend to have poorer English 
proficiency. Model based predictions show 
that by having an average level of English 
proficiency, the probability of having a 
developmental vulnerability drops by 
half. Conversely, poor/very poor English 
almost guarantees a developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domains 
regardless of cultural background. 

●  For bilingual children, attending high 
quality ECEC settings such as preschool 
is an effective way to support the 
development of their English language 
skills prior to school entry.

●  The evidence is clear. Participation in ECEC 
and early intervention has significant 
educational and social benefits over the 
life course.

●  In addition, modelling indicates that the 
positive social outcomes of participation 
in early childhood education and early 
intervention generate a measurable and 
significant economic benefit to Australia.

●  Taken together these findings align 
with the literature which highlights the 
multiple barriers that CALD families face 
in accessing quality early childhood 
education and early intervention. 

●  This research indicates that there are 
many CALD children who, together with 
their families, require a suite of universal, 
targeted and place-based responses to 
increase their participation in learning 
and development in the pre-school years. 

●  We know that strong early beginnings 
predict positive long-term trajectories of 
children. Conversely, children who start 
school behind generally stay behind. 
Addressing the service gaps evident in 
this analysis of trends in AEDC data will 
help to reduce developmental disparities 
between children from CALD and non-
CALD backgrounds, and secure Australia’s 
social, cultural and economic future.

●  Improving access to ECEC among CALD 
children requires a focused commitment 
at national and state and territory 
government levels to address the gaps 
and equity issues highlighted by this 
research.
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Recommendations

Governments and policy makers should 
ensure that planning and funding for early 
childhood education reflects the significant 
numbers of CALD families needing access 
to child and family support in the early 
years. This should be reflected in the 
forthcoming National Early Years Strategy 
and subsequent Action Plans.

Governments at all levels should 
improve access and participation by 
children from CALD backgrounds in 
early childhood education and address 
financial and non-financial barriers to 
participation by children from CALD 
backgrounds.

Early childhood education providers and 
child and family services should work to 
reduce the barriers to early childhood 
education faced by families from CALD 
backgrounds through targeted initiatives 
that meet their needs and preferences. 
This could include enhancing the cultural 
responsiveness of providers, using early 
childhood education as a springboard to 
support families from CALD backgrounds 
and expand their social connections, and 
raising awareness about the benefits of 
play-based early learning among CALD 
communities. 

All governments should scale up place-
based initiatives in disadvantaged 
areas to improve child development 
and wellbeing and address entrenched 
disadvantage.

Governments should work with ECEC 
providers to co-design service models 
that include ‘soft entry’ points (e.g., 
supported playgroups) which are non-
stigmatising and integrated approaches 
such as the National Community 
Hubs program. Growing evidence 
indicates that ‘stacking’ approaches 
and sustaining them over time is more 
impactful than single approaches 
to improve the early development 
of disadvantaged children including 
children from CALD backgrounds. 

State and Territory governments 
should expand outreach initiatives to 
help disadvantaged families navigate 
the barriers they face in engaging in 
ECEC as canvassed by the Productivity 
Commission Inquiry into ECEC which is 
currently underway. 

The Australian Government should 
review the reach of the Inclusion Support 
Program, managed by the Department 
of Education, to address persistent 
disparities in access to early childhood 
education and early intervention support 
for children from CALD backgrounds.

Settlement services working with newly-
arrived migrants and refugees should 
actively raise awareness of the benefits 
and promote access to early childhood 
education, including ‘soft-entry’ points 
that matches the preferences and needs 
of newly-arrived migrant and refugee 
families. 
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Key Findings – At a glance

Demographic trends in early childhood across Australia
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Trends in developmental  vulnerability of children  
from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds across Australia
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Trends in ECEC attendance among CALD and non-CALD children 
across Australia
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Relationship between ECEC attendance and developmental vulnerability  
among children from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds across Australia  
(2021 AEDC) 
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Executive Summary
Stronger Starts Brighter Futures II examines 
trends in early child development of children 
from culturally and linguistically diverse 
(CALD) backgrounds in Australia and their 
participation in Early Childhood Education 
and Care (ECEC), drawing on a national 
census of children. Families, neighbourhoods, 
and communities are the cornerstone 
of safety and support for children’s 
development. Experiences in early childhood 
have lasting impacts throughout the life 
course and there is compelling evidence of 
the benefits of ECEC (e.g., preschool1, day-
care and playgroups) to reduce children’s 
developmental vulnerabilities, facilitate 
successful transition to school, and promote 
positive outcomes throughout the life course. 
Evidence shows that participation in quality 
ECEC in the two-years before starting school 
is especially beneficial for disadvantaged 
children.

This report extends the findings of 
prior research conducted by SSI (and the 
Telethon Kids Institute) in 2021, offering 
a comprehensive update on the analysis 
of the Australian Early Development 
Census (AEDC). The AEDC is a nationwide 
census conducted every three years by 
educators, who assess children in their first 
year of full-time schooling based on their 
professional observations and insights. 
The AEDC measures child development 
across five domains with two summary 
indicators, evaluating whether children are 
developmentally vulnerable, at risk, or on 
track. Furthermore, it sheds light on children’s 
engagement in five types of ECEC: preschool, 
day-care, playgroups, early intervention 
support, and other non-parental care options, 
providing valuable insights into the state 

1  The terminology for different types of early childhood 
education varies across States and Territories. For an 
explanation of differences see: https://raisingchildren.net.au/
preschoolers/play-learning/preschool/preschool-in-your-
state

of early childhood development and ECEC 
participation in Australia. 

This report examines how children from 
CALD backgrounds are faring in comparison 
to other children in Australia in terms of their 
development, their participation in ECEC and 
the relationship between participation in 
ECEC and developmental vulnerabilities. We 
also present the impact of children’s socio-
economic status, gender, where they live and 
whether they had special needs or not to 
provide deeper insights on developmental 
outcomes. Further we investigate these 
same predictors and their impact on ECEC 
participation among children from CALD 
backgrounds. 

In this report, analyses of AEDC data was 
carried out at a national level and separately 
for the three most culturally diverse 
jurisdictions: New South Wales, Queensland, 
and Victoria. Data for just under 1.5 million 
children was available across five timepoints: 
2009, 2012, 2015, 2018 and 2021 cohorts of 
children. The 2021 data indicates that New 
South Wales had the highest proportion of 
children from CALD backgrounds in their 
first year of full-time schooling (33 per 
cent) followed by Victoria (29 per cent) and 
Queensland (16 per cent). 

The findings show that increasing cultural 
diversity in the Australian population is 
reflected in early childhood with almost 26 
per cent of children enrolled in their first year 
of full-time school in 2021 being from a CALD 
background (up from 17 per cent in 2009). 
Children from CALD backgrounds are over-
represented in more disadvantaged socio-
economic areas of Australia, though this 
trend is decreasing over time. Unsurprisingly, 
over 90 per cent of children from CALD 
backgrounds reside in major cities.

https://raisingchildren.net.au/preschoolers/play-learning/preschool/preschool-in-your-state
https://raisingchildren.net.au/preschoolers/play-learning/preschool/preschool-in-your-state
https://raisingchildren.net.au/preschoolers/play-learning/preschool/preschool-in-your-state
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Children from CALD backgrounds 
in Australia are more likely to be 
developmentally vulnerable when they start 
school. This finding was consistent across all 
five AEDC cohorts of children from 2009 to 
2021, though the gap has been closing over 
time. Socio-economic disadvantage is the 
largest driver of developmental vulnerability 
for all children. Almost a third of children 
from CALD backgrounds living in the most 
disadvantaged socio-economic areas were 
developmentally vulnerable compared 
to 1 in 6 of their peers living in the most 
advantaged socio-economic areas. 

The largest gap in developmental 
vulnerability between children from CALD 
backgrounds and other children is on 
the Communication skills and general 
knowledge domain of the AEDC, a 
domain associated with English language 
proficiency. In this research we explored 
English language proficiency in more depth 
and found that it plays a large role in the 
risk of developmental vulnerabilities for all 
children. Large differences exist in English 
proficiency between children from CALD and 
non-CALD backgrounds with just over half of 
CALD children in the AEDC having good/very 
good English, compared to three quarters of 
non-CALD children. Relatedly, roughly 1 in 10 
children from CALD backgrounds have poor/
very poor English compared to 1 in 20 of 
non-CALD children. 

Children from CALD backgrounds in 
Australia are much less likely to participate 
in early childhood education and early 
intervention support before school. 
Overall, 82 per cent of children from CALD 
backgrounds attended some form of ECEC 
in 2021, compared to 90 per cent of non-
CALD children – a gap seen across national 
cohorts of the AEDC from 2009 to 2021. 
The proportion of children from CALD 

backgrounds who do not attend any form of 
ECEC is almost double that of children from 
non-CALD backgrounds (in 2021, 12 per cent 
compared to 7 per cent). 

Preschool remains the most common 
form of ECEC attended by all children in 
Australia. While attendance at preschool 
among children from CALD backgrounds 
has increased slightly from 2018 to 2021, 
there remains a significant gap in preschool 
attendance between children from CALD 
and non-CALD backgrounds, though the 
gap has narrowed. Early intervention 
support (i.e., speech therapy, occupational 
therapy, or disability support) continues to 
be significantly under-utilised by children 
from CALD backgrounds (about half the 
rate compared to non-CALD children), 
a trend that has been consistent across 
all five waves of the AEDC. Children from 
the most disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds are less likely to participate 
in early childhood education irrespective of 
their cultural backgrounds. There was little 
variation in the patterns of ECEC attendance 
among children from CALD backgrounds 
between the national level and the three 
jurisdictions – New South Wales, Queensland 
and Victoria – examined in this analysis of 
the AEDC.

This research corroborates the existing 
evidence base of the strong relationship 
between ECEC attendance and positive 
developmental outcomes among children. 
Overall, children from CALD backgrounds 
in Australia who do not attend any type of 
ECEC are almost 1.8 times more likely to be 
developmentally vulnerable, compared to 
those who attend. Preschool attendance 
continues to have the strongest positive 
relationship with developmental outcomes: 
children from CALD backgrounds who did 
not attend preschool had more than two 
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times greater odds of being developmentally 
vulnerable on one or more domains, 
compared to children who attend. This 
report quantifies the link between poorer 
access to ECEC and poorer developmental 
outcomes for significant numbers of children 
from CALD backgrounds at school entry, 
jeopardising their transition to school and 
outcomes throughout the life course.

Australia is moving towards policies 
and programs in early childhood that 
work to enhance the holistic development 
of all children and address equity gaps. 
The economic impact of early childhood 
education in Australia shows a significant 
return on investment: for every dollar 
invested, Australia receives $2 back over a 
child’s life. Notably, the return on investment 
for the most disadvantaged children is in the 
order of $10 to $17 for every dollar invested. 
While there are shared challenges in terms 
of access to ECEC for disadvantaged 
children – and specific challenges for 
children from CALD backgrounds – 
international and Australian research shows 
that access and participation in ECEC can 
disrupt the cycle of disadvantage among 
children. 

This research shows that children from 
CALD backgrounds tend to have poorer 
English proficiency. Model-based predictions 
conducted as part of this research show 
that by having an average level of English 
proficiency, the probability of having a 
developmental vulnerability drops by half. 
Conversely, poor/very poor English almost 
guarantees a developmental vulnerability 
on one or more of the AEDC domains 
regardless of cultural background. For 
bilingual children from CALD backgrounds, 
attending high quality ECEC such as 
preschool is an effective way to support the 
development of their English language skills 
prior to school entry.

The findings reported here align with 
research highlighting the multiple financial 
and non-financial barriers that CALD families 
face in accessing quality early childhood 
education and early intervention support in 
Australia. From the existing evidence base, 
common themes around ‘what works?’ to 
promote the early development of children 
from CALD backgrounds indicate that a mix 
of targeted and place-based interventions 
are needed to complement universal 
approaches to increase their participation 
in learning and development in the pre-
school years. We know that strong early 
beginnings predict positive long-term 
trajectories of children. Conversely, children 
who start school behind generally stay 
behind. The gaps evident in this research 
of trends in AEDC data point to a set of 
recommendations for governments at 
all levels, early education providers and 
settlement providers to help to reduce 
developmental disparities between children 
from CALD backgrounds and other children 
in Australia, and secure Australia’s social, 
cultural and economic future. 
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The response to improving early 
childhood development in Australia 
is moving towards policies and 
programs that are universal, act 
early and work to enhance the 
holistic development of all children

Families, neighbourhoods and communities 
are the cornerstone of safety and support 
for children’s development. While a child’s 
development is shaped through these 
interactions, the wider socio-economic, 
political and cultural context also have a key 
influence on early life trajectories (Brinkman 
et al., 2013). Given the sensitivity of children 
to such a broad range of environmental 
factors, governments, researchers and 
practitioners are increasingly adopting 
whole-of-population or universal approaches 
to improve the development and quality of 
life of children (Brinkman & Stanley, 2014; 
Higgins, 2015)

Child development exists on a continuum 
(Higgins, 2015). The key to maximising the 
development of a child is to ensure that 
the right behaviours and environments are 
in place to promote development towards 
the positive end of the continuum (Higgins, 
2015). Sensitive and responsive parent-
child relationships as well as opportunities 
for stimulation play an important role in 
children’s early development (Britto et al., 
2017; Marmot, 2010). A stable environment 
that supports a child’s health, nutritional, 
emotional, social and developmental needs 
is crucial to promote healthy development 
(Britto et al., 2017; Goldfeld et al., 2016). 

Critical evidence-based interventions 
include antenatal care, home nurse visiting, 
early childhood education and care (ECEC), 
parenting programs and interventions in the 
early years of school (Centre for Community 
Child Health, 2023). Further, there is growing 

evidence that “combining or ‘stacking’ 
evidence-based strategies across the early 
years, is more impactful than a single 
strategy … (and) it’s important (to) …apply 
strategies at the same time and sustain 
them” (Centre for Community Child Health, 
2023; Royal Commission into Early Childhood 
Education and Care, 2023). 

Experiences in early childhood have 
lasting impacts throughout the life course. 
Children with developmental vulnerabilities 
when starting school are more likely to 
demonstrate poor literacy and numeracy 
skills in later school years (Brinkman et al., 
2013). Children who have endured childhood 
abuse and neglect are more likely to 
demonstrate a range of difficulties later in 
life including mental health issues (Brinkman 
et al., 2013; Haslam et al., 2023). 

Participation in ECEC is crucial to ensure 
that children start school with the skills and 
capacities needed to maximise their learning 
years (Brinkman et al., 2013). In Australia, 
ECEC is used to refer to formal and informal 
services that support children in the pre-
school years. Access to high quality early 
learning in the two years before school 
prepare children to succeed in school and 
later life (O’Connell, Fox, Hinz, & et al., 2016). 

The economic impact of early childhood 
education in Australia shows a significant 
return on investment: for every dollar 
invested, Australia receives $2 back over a 
child’s life (The Front Project, 2019). Similarly, 
early intervention that addresses child 
neglect and abuse is also crucial to prevent 
long-term vulnerabilities in later life (Britto 
et al., 2017). Further, investment in evidence-
based early interventions with children 
at risk of harm or neglect is estimated to 
generate significant savings in the longer 
term (Social Ventures Australia, 2019).

A landmark report by the Mitchell 
Institute on early childhood education 

Background
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reported that Australia does “not have a 
coherent or equitable policy framework 
and service delivery system for children 
and families” (O’Connell et al., 2016). By 
international standards public investment 
in ECEC remains low in Australia, compared 
to other OECD countries, with Australian 
families contributing 35 per cent to ECEC 
expenditure, whereas families in more than 
half of the OECD countries contribute only 
10 per cent (OECD, 2017). Australia also has a 
higher proportion of non-government ECEC 
services, with more than three-quarters of 
Australian children attending private, not-for-
profit or community-run services, compared 
to the OECD average of a third (OECD, 2017). 
That said, in recent years there has been a 
surge of policy and system-level changes at 
national and jurisdictional levels in Australia 
to strengthen support for children and 
families in the early years. At a national 
level there are several policy processes 
currently being progressed including the 
development of an Early Years Strategy and 
a Productivity Commission Inquiry on ECEC. 
In addition, the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission (ACCC) has recently 
completed a review of ECEC with a focus on 
costs, market forces and current regulatory 
responses (ACCC, 2024).  

Comparisons with other countries on 
the early developmental trajectories 
of children from ethnic and minority 
backgrounds provides a useful 
backdrop to the Australian context 
but has limitations

It is unsurprising that poverty and the 
multiple financial and other constraints 
that flow from living in poverty (including 
access to health, nutrition, social and other 
supports) are the main driver of increased 
vulnerabilities for early child development 
(Brinkman & Stanley, 2014). Poverty 
can affect a child’s development from 
pregnancy when maternal health is crucial, 
to the time when caregivers seek access to 
early childhood education, and throughout 
schooling and adolescence. 

A comparison carried out across eight 
OECD countries found that, after accounting 
for differences in income support and safety 
nets, there were higher poverty rates among 
children in migrant families in Australia 
than among children born to Australian-
born parents (Hernandez, 2014). The 
challenges faced by newly arrived families 
may be exacerbated by a poor settlement 
and integration process. Integration and 
settlement in a new country is a complex 
process with multiple dimensions and 
involves mutual adaptation between 
migrants and the host society in a two-way 
exchange (Ndofor-Tah et al., 2023). Similarly, 
children from migrant backgrounds 
experience a range of intersectional 
challenges and opportunities stemming 
from cultural and socio-economic factors 
that occur in the context of: “how they are 
treated by others in the broader (host) 
society” (Hernandez, 2014) 

While a brief exploration of how Australia 
compares with other countries is a useful 
backdrop, given the complexity of the drivers 
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of healthy child development and the vastly 
different contexts, an exploration of the 
evidence from Australia on children from 
culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) 
backgrounds is required.

There is a demographic shift 
towards increasing cultural diversity 
in Australia, and this is reflected in 
increasing cultural and linguistic 
diversity among children in the 
early years

According to the Australia 2021 census, more 
than one in four people in Australia (28 per 
cent) were born overseas (up from 26 per 
cent in 2016) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2022). In 2021, 5.8 million people (23 per 
cent) reported speaking a language other 
than English at home (up from 22 per cent in 
2016). This demographic shift is reflected in 
early childhood with more than 24 per cent 
of children enrolled in their first year of full-
time school in 2018 being from a culturally 
and linguistically diverse (CALD) background 
(up from 17 per cent in 2009) (Rajwani, Culos, 
& McMahon, 2021). 

Australia’s culturally and linguistically 
diverse families include a range of education 
levels, English proficiencies, visa types and 
home environments – factors which impact 
early child development and later outcomes 
across the life course. In addition, broader 
inequalities stemming from the socio-
economic, cultural and political environment 
all impact these families and early child 
development. Some analyses of ABS data 
have reported rates of poverty among 
migrants born in non-English speaking 
countries are almost double those born 
in a major English-speaking country and 
those born in Australia (Davidson, Bradbury, 
Wong, & et al., 2023). Lower employment 
rates among migrants from non-English 

speaking countries are attributed to a range 
of factors including access to labour market 
information and networks, discrimination 
in employment, and barriers to skills and 
qualifications recognition (Davidson et al, 
2023).

The AEDC data reveals that children 
living in socio-economically disadvantaged 
communities and children from non-
English speaking backgrounds are two of 
the equity groups with lower participation 
rates in ECEC (CFECFW, 2023; Productivity 
Commission, 2022) and are more likely to 
be developmentally vulnerable (The Front 
Project, 2022). A previous analysis of AEDC 
data from 2009-2018 commissioned by SSI 
found that children from culturally diverse 
backgrounds in Australia were less likely to 
participate in ECEC and were more likely to 
be developmentally vulnerable when they 
start school (Rajwani et al., 2021), and this 
is, in part, associated with children’s English 
proficiency.

Niklas, Wirth, Guffler, Drescher, and 
Ehmig (2020) study explored this in more 
depth and noted several findings regarding 
the relationship between developmental 
outcomes and ECEC attendance for bilingual 
children in Australia. Bilingual children tend 
to exhibit weaker English language verbal 
abilities prior to starting school compared 
to children who primarily speak English at 
home. 

Further, analysis by the Centre for 
Community Child Health explored the 
relationship between English proficiency 
of bilingual children when starting school 
and later academic outcomes (Dennaoui 
et al., 2016) using the Longitudinal Study of 
Australian children. Even when taking into 
account the influence of gender and socio-
economic status in the analyses, stronger 
English proficiency at school entry is 
associated with higher academic language 
outcomes later in primary school. The study 
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found that Australian bilingual children who 
begin school with limited English proficiency 
are at risk of difficulties with language-
based academic skills, even after six years 
of exposure to English in the classroom.

Attendance at high quality ECEC settings 
such as preschool is an effective way to 
support the development of English language 
skills prior to school entry (Niklas et al., 
2020; O’Connor, Arnott, McIntosh, & Dodd, 
2009). Previous analysis of AEDC 2009 data 
found that bilingual children who attended 
preschool had significantly higher odds of 
being proficient in English at school entry 
than those who had not attended preschool. 
In contrast, bilingual children who attended 
day care without preschool, informal 
nonparental care, or parental care only, had 
decreased odds of English proficiency at 
school entry (O’Connor et al., 2009). 

Despite the demographic shift towards 
greater cultural diversity in Australia, Katz 
and Redmond (2010) reported that there 
is limited research on the developmental 
trajectories of children from CALD 
backgrounds with much of the existing 
research fragmentary and sporadic. From 
our current review of relevant literature, it 
appears that this assessment largely holds 
true today.

The benefits of quality early 
years education on childhood 
development are undisputed

Access to quality early childhood education 
centres and preschool positively influences 
the transition to school and helps develop 
social and cognitive skills, and self-regulation 
of behaviour. Children (three-year-olds 
from disadvantaged backgrounds), benefit 
significantly from earlier participation in 
ECEC particularly in building foundation for 
future learning. Earlier participation also 
provides greater opportunities for earlier 

intervention to address health, learning 
and wellbeing issues (O’Connell et al., 2016). 
Conversely, many children who enter school 
developmentally vulnerable fail to catch up, 
with around 10 per cent remaining behind 
throughout the middle years and in their 
attempts to transition into further education 
or work (O’Connell et al., 2016).

The Lifting our Game Report, which 
was commissioned by senior officials from 
all states and territories, concluded that 
progressively implementing universal access 
to ECEC for three-year-olds, with access 
prioritised to disadvantaged families “is the 
single most impactful reform Australia could 
undertake with international comparisons 
highlighting it as the biggest gap in the 
current system.” (Pascoe & Brennan, 2017). 
This aligns with the international efforts 
over the past two decades, by organisations 
including the OECD, which has consistently 
encouraged universal access to early 
childhood education from age three 
(Bennett & Tayler, 2006). 

Participation in early childhood education 
also generates an economic dividend with 
benefits accruing from higher earnings 
and workforce participation, increased 
tax revenue and considerable savings in 
health, education and justice (The Front 
Project, 2019, 2022). Notably, the return on 
investment for the most disadvantaged 
children is in the order of $10 to $17 for every 
dollar invested (The Front Project, 2022). 
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While there are a variety of types of 
ECEC, access to, and participation in, 
quality ECEC is still unevenly spread

ECEC settings vary based on the nature of 
the programs and the qualifications of the 
educators. Formal ECEC programs include 
preschool, with play-based educational 
programs delivered by qualified early 
childhood teachers, and long day care. 
Family day care programs, run from 
educators’ homes, also cater to children 
aged three to five years old. On the other 
hand, “informal” education and care is 
typically offered by extended family or 
friends at their homes. 

Service delivery and practice in the ECEC 
sector in Australia is guided by the National 
Quality Framework and the Early Years 
Learning Framework (Australian Government 
Department of Education, 2022). These 
frameworks emphasise the importance of 
children’s existing knowledge, culture, ideas, 
abilities, and interests, while upholding their 
dignity and rights and involving families 
in decision-making processes. They also 
emphasise the importance of children’s use 
of language to express their thoughts and 
explicitly acknowledge that competence 
is not tied to any particular language, 
dialect, or culture (Australian Government 
Department of Education, 2022).

While the overall trend points to greater 
use of various form of early childhood 
learning by Australian families (Australian 
Competition & Consumer Commission, 
2023) when it comes to access, where you 
live matters. A recent analysis found that 
childcare in Australia is characterised by 
“deserts and oases”; while these exist right 
across Australia in metropolitan, regional 
and rural areas, deserts are strongly linked 
to areas with low socio-economic status 
and regional areas (Hurley, Matthews, & 

Pennicuik, 2022). The type of early childhood 
learning also varies across geographic areas 
with indications of a higher share of family 
day care in less advantaged areas and a 
higher share of other types of ECEC in more 
advantaged areas (Australian Competition & 
Consumer Commission, 2023).

The evidence indicates that preschool 
which is jointly funded by the federal, and 
state and territory governments is the most 
effective form of early childhood education 
with a strong return on investment (The 
Front Project, 2019, 2022). Preschool includes 
kindergarten, preschool and pre-primary 
(different states and territories use different 
terminology) and is delivered by a range 
of providers (schools, long day-care, and 
standalone preschools). A previous analysis 
of AEDC data from 2009-2018 commissioned 
by SSI found that preschool attendance by 
children from culturally diverse backgrounds 
had the strongest positive relationship with 
development: those who did not attend 
preschool had more than twice the odds of 
being developmentally vulnerable compared 
to their peers who did attend preschool 
(Rajwani et al., 2021).

Access to ECEC has significant impacts on 
the current and future lives of Australians. Yet 
current policy settings are falling short 
with about 1 in 5 children developmentally 
vulnerable when they start school. About half 
of these children never catch up in primary or 
high school contributing to a higher likelihood 
of unemployment and ill-health throughout 
their lives (The Front Project, 2022). In recent 
years there is evidence that the gap in 
developmental vulnerability between the 
poorest and the wealthiest communities has 
increased (Molloy, Guo, & Goldfeld, 2023).
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While there are shared challenges 
for disadvantaged children – and 
specific challenges for children from 
CALD backgrounds – to access early 
childhood learning, reducing these 
barriers can disrupt disadvantage 

While ECEC benefits all children, it is 
particularly important for disadvantaged 
children (Goldfeld et al., 2016; Melhuish, 
2004). International research shows that 
disadvantaged children benefit most from 
quality programs and initiatives because, 
in their absence, they are likely to spend 
less time in stimulating and supportive 
environments (Elango, García, Heckman, & 
Hojman, 2015). For disadvantaged children 
in Australia, participation in quality ECEC 
can help to break the cycle of disadvantage 
(Pascoe & Brennan, 2017). Yet research 
shows that disadvantaged children also face 
the greatest barriers to access (Melhuish 
et al., 2015) and are still the least likely 
to be attending. The groups consistently 
found to be most at risk of developmental 
vulnerability include children from low socio-
economic backgrounds, Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children and children 
from CALD backgrounds (The Front Project, 
2022). Common barriers include costs, 
complexity of access in terms of location 
and enrolment, parents not being aware of 
benefits, limited service hours and services 
not being responsive to parental values and 
concerns (Molloy et al., 2023).

There are a range of additional 
challenges that families from CALD 
backgrounds, especially newcomers, 
face in accessing or engaging with ECEC. 
Stressors associated with settling in a 
new country or adjusting to ‘new’ ways of 
life can impact uptake of early childhood 
education. Other migration-related stressors 
that can influence engagement with early 

childhood services include: time and work 
demands; lack of transportation, limited 
English language skills, the reality of 
adapting to different cultural experiences 
and expectations, parents having multiple 
insecure jobs or working non-standard 
hours (Karoly & Gonzalez, 2011; Warr, Mann, 
& Forbes, 2013). They also face challenges 
relating to language, literacy and digital 
literacy in navigating enrolment processes 
and Centrelink requirements for the 
Commonwealth Child Care Subsidy.

Further, there is often a lack of 
understanding about early childhood 
education services and the benefits of 
play-based learning. In the Australian 
context, research has highlighted what 
has been characterised as a “cycle of 
misunderstanding” between early educators 
and parents from CALD backgrounds 
hampering pathways to early childhood 
education (De Gioia, 2013). In one study, 
parents felt their children were labelled and 
excluded and the presence of an “us-them” 
culture in ECEC settings (Agbenyega & Peers, 
2010). According to other studies, while 
parents endorsed the pedagogy of learning 
through play, they felt that children did not 
receive sufficient ‘academic’ training ahead 
of starting school (Patel & Agbenyega, 2013). 
Some parents also feel that their children 
became more distanced from their culture 
and language through the learning process 
(Patel & Agbenyega, 2013). Addressing these 
issues requires deeper engagement with 
parents from CALD backgrounds around the 
early childhood education curriculum, greater 
inclusion of different cultural elements and 
improved cultural responsiveness in ECEC 
(Patel & Agbenyega, 2013). Studies focusing 
on refugee families have found similar 
challenges and similar systemic barriers 
resulting in limited participation in ECEC 
(Lamb, 2020; Warr et al., 2013).
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From the evidence base we can 
draw on some common themes 
around ‘what works?’ to promote 
the early development of children 
from CALD backgrounds with a 
mix of targeted and place-based 
interventions that complement 
universal approaches

A mix of universal, targeted and place-based 
approaches is most effective to address 
non-financial barriers to participation 
in early learning. Universal approaches 
emphasise the need for cultural inclusivity 
and building trust as core components 
to improve participation in ECEC (Molloy 
et at, 2023). Targeted approaches help to 
meet the needs of diverse families who 
may require different access points and/
or more intensive supports coupled with 
culturally responsive strategies. Targeted 
initiatives such as supported playgroups 
and language support are often cited as 
ways to support the development of children 
from CALD backgrounds. For example, 
supported playgroups complement other 
initiatives and have been found to be 
beneficial among a range of disadvantaged 
groups (Williams, 2018). In essence, they 
can provide a ‘soft-entry’ for parents and 
children from CALD backgrounds to build 
trust in human services (Warr et al., 2013) 
and are a source of social and emotional 
support for parents, particularly newly 
arrived mothers (New, Guilfoyle, & Harman, 
2015). Studies have found that playgroups 
or early learning providers that assist 
parents to acquire new skills, such as English 
language, have a positive impact on the 
child’s overall wellbeing and readiness to 
learn (Targowska, Teather, & Guilfoyle, 2015). 
Supported playgroups have been effective 
in providing social support, enhancing 
parenting skills and awareness, and linking 

families to formal supports available in 
the community (Commerford & Robinson, 
2017). For children, attendance at supported 
playgroups leads to better outcomes across 
a range of domains (Sincovich, Gregory, 
Harman-Smith, & Brinkman, 2019). Greater 
engagement and playgroup attendance 
can provide a pathway to improved English 
language acquisition and social networks. 
Despite the benefits, disadvantaged children, 
including those from non-English speaking 
backgrounds, are less likely to attend 
playgroups (Sincovich et al., 2019). 

Similarly, for refugee families, targeted 
enablers to involve refugee children in ECEC 
include culturally responsive practices that 
build a relationship of trust with parents, 
creating culturally responsive spaces, 
engaging in community-based outreach, 
and recruiting bilingual/bicultural staff 
– including community support workers 
to facilitate communication and support 
adjustment to the ECEC environment 
(Lamb, 2020). There is also emerging 
evidence on the benefits of community-
based linkers or navigators in helping 
disadvantaged families, including those 
from CALD backgrounds, to navigate and 
engage in ECEC (dandolopartners, 2021; 
Uniting Research and Social Policy, 2023). 
Indeed, the interim report of the Productivity 
Commission’s Inquiry into ECEC (currently 
underway) has canvassed a role for more 
systematic outreach and navigation support 
as part of the solution to improve access 
and participation by disadvantaged cohorts 
including families from CALD backgrounds 
(Productivity Commission, 2023). In addition, 
educators need skills to understand the 
impacts of trauma on developmental 
and neural pathways, and be trained 
and supported to address behavioural 
issues. Further, Bove and Sharmahd 
(2020) emphasise raising awareness in 
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the ECEC sector of the strengths, agency 
and resilience of refugee children and 
families rather than solely viewing them as 
vulnerable. 

Research shows that integrated models 
that combine a range of child and family 
support and referrals have the greatest 
impact and are best positioned to engage 
disadvantaged families (Sylva, Siraj-
Blatchford, & Taggart, 2003). In addition, 
integrated services can link families with 
health and social support and promote 
access to early intervention services for 
children who need specialist supports. An 
example of an integrated and targeted 
initiative to reach migrant and refugee 
families is the National Community 
Hubs program funded by the Scanlon 
Foundation. Hubs are co-located with 
primary schools and connect families from 
diverse backgrounds with each other, with 
their school and with local services and 
support, including ECEC. SSI delivers the 
National Community Hubs program in 
NSW and Queensland, using a relationship-
based approach to understand the needs 
of families, build trust and provide ‘warm 
referrals’ to other services such as parenting 
support or child health nurses.

The knowledge that neighbourhoods 
and communities play a vital role in child 
development has spawned numerous place-
based initiatives to complement universal 
policies and programs that are centrally 
designed at national, state or territory 
levels (Geatches, Preston, & Putnis, 2023). 
Place-based initiatives typically address 
intersecting disadvantage concentrated 
in suburbs, towns and communities. These 
are often places of low socio-economic 
status, which in the Australian context can 
often include high proportions of newly 
arrived migrant and refugee families. 
Place-based initiatives, at their core, are 

collaborative, long-term approaches to 
build thriving communities in a particular 
location (Geatches et al., 2023). Place-
based approaches that explicitly address 
early childhood are reasonably mature 
and there is emerging evidence of success. 
For example, the Communities for Children 
initiative was an early, place-based initiative 
implemented in 45 locations across Australia. 
Its aim was to develop a range of localised 
solutions to address child disadvantage 
and a formal evaluation showed a positive 
impact in terms of improved parenting 
practices and reducing jobless households 
(Muir et al., 2010).

A more recent large-scale place-
based initiative is Stronger Places, Strong 
Peoples which is being implemented in 
10 communities across Australia using a 
collective impact model including in Logan, 
Queensland. SSI is a partner in Logan 
Together which was established in 2015. As a 
long-standing, place-based initiative there is 
evidence of a 3.4 per cent reduction between 
2015 and 2021 in developmental vulnerability 
in one or more domains among children in 
Logan as measured using the AEDC data 
(Geatches et al., 2023). 

Lower rates of participation in early 
childhood education of children from 
CALD backgrounds can result in 
developmental vulnerabilities being 
missed and it is cultural competence 
to respond to cultural diversity

Limited engagement with or access to early 
childhood education by children from CALD 
backgrounds means that developmental 
vulnerabilities are less likely to be identified 
and addressed in the critical formative 
years. As with investment in ECEC, investing 
in early intervention with vulnerable children 
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also generates significant savings. Evidence-
based early intervention, deployed when 
needs and vulnerabilities arise and as 
early as possible in a child’s development, 
offer cost-effective social and economic 
outcomes for children, families and the 
wider community (Social Ventures Australia, 
2019) and reduce the involvement of child 
protection and statutory care services. A 
previous analysis of AEDC data from 2009-
2018 commissioned by SSI found that early 
intervention rates among children from 
culturally diverse backgrounds were roughly 
half of the rates compared to other children 
in Australia (Rajwani et al., 2021).

The Commonwealth funds the Inclusion 
Support Program to assist childcare 
providers to promote inclusion in ECEC 
of children with additional needs and 
vulnerabilities including those with a 
disability or developmental delay, a health 
condition, behavioural issues, trauma, 
or are from Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander backgrounds or from non-English 
speaking backgrounds (Bray, Carroll, 
Baxter, & et al., 2022). However, in practice, 
the Inclusion Support Program is largely 
limited to supporting children with disability 
(Productivity Commission, 2023) 

A comprehensive evaluation of the 
Inclusion Support Program indicates that 
professionals and early childhood providers 
rate themselves as being reasonably 
competent in meeting the needs of children 
from migrant and refugee backgrounds 
(Bray et al., 2022). This may be true at the 
interpersonal level and individual level but 
lifting participation rates in ECEC among 
children from CALD backgrounds requires 
an early childhood education sector that is 
more culturally responsive and adaptable 
(Molloy et al., 2023) to the strengths and 
vulnerabilities of children and families from 
CALD backgrounds. Relatedly, a more 

culturally responsive approach would seek 
to be responsive to families’ attitudes, social 
isolation and English language proficiency 
(Woolfenden et al., 2015). 

Cultural competency or culturally 
responsive practice in the early childhood 
education sector is a potential framework 
that could deliver benefits for culturally 
diverse children (National Health and 
Medical Research Council, 2006) and allow 
for more proactive, joined-up strategies to 
promote participation in early childhood 
education. However, to be effective, it should 
occur at four levels: 
●  the systems level (e.g., prioritised in 

government overarching strategies); 
●  the professional level (e.g., embedded 

in the curriculum of early childhood 
educators); 

●  the level of the provider (e.g., providers 
being more proactive to ethnic 
communities in their catchment area);

●  and at the level of the individual worker 
(e.g., training in how to work alongside 
with bilingual staff) (National Health and 
Medical Research Council, 2006) 

While capacity building is often 
operationalised in terms of additional 
training at the individual worker level, staff 
are often limited in their ability to effect 
change at the provider where they work 
or in the broader ECEC service system in 
which they are based. As such, a cultural 
competency framework should inform 
both policy and practice. This should be 
supplemented by a bilingual and a culturally 
diverse workforce to bridge cultural 
differences. 
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The Australian Early Development 
Census (AEDC) enables investigation 
of trends in child development 
across the entire population, and 
assessment of the trajectories of 
children from CALD backgrounds

The AEDC is a nationwide census of 
early child development conducted once 
every three years for all children in their 
first year of full-time schooling using a 
teacher-completed tool that draws on 
their knowledge and observations of 
children. AEDC data are publicly available, 
providing information on the proportion 
of children who are developmentally 
vulnerable, developmentally at risk, and 
developmentally on track at the national, 
jurisdictional, and community level. 

The AEDC enables population-level 
measurement, capturing development 
across multiple domains and levels of 
ability, placing children on a continuum 
of development including both areas of 
strength and where further support is 
needed, rather than a focus on delay or 
deficit only (Brinkman & Stanley, 2014; 
Mustard & Young, 2007).

Taken together, the AEDC enables a deep 
investigation of the early development 
of children from CALD backgrounds at 
a population level, including identifying 
participation levels in ECEC and areas of 
children’s early development that might 
require additional supports. The AEDC was 
first conducted in 2009 and then again in 
2012, 2015, 2018, and 2021, with five waves 
of AEDC data enabling exploration of these 
trends in Australia throughout the last 
decade. SSI and the University of South 
Australia have conducted this analysis to 
strengthen the evidence base and ensure 
children from CALD backgrounds are 
supported to reach their developmental 
potential and thrive.
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Different analyses were conducted to 
answer the six key research questions that 
are the focus of this report. Data sources 
utilised, as well as analyses conducted, are 
described below.

Data sources: About the AEDC
The Australian Early Development 
Census (AEDC) is the key data source 
used throughout this report. The 
AEDC is a nationwide census of early 
childhood development conducted 
once every three years for all children 
in their first year of full-time school. 
AEDC data are publicly available, 
providing information on the proportion 
of children who are developmentally 
vulnerable, developmentally at risk, and 
developmentally on track at the national, 
jurisdictional, and community level. 

The child development instrument used 
within the AEDC is an Australian adaptation 
of the Early Development Instrument (EDI) 
(Janus, 2007). The EDI is a teacher-completed 
instrument including approximately 100 
items that measure development across five 
domains: Physical health and wellbeing, Social 
competence, Emotional maturity, Language 
and cognitive skills (school-based), and 
Communication skills and general knowledge 
(Brinkman, Gregory, Goldfeld, Lynch, & Hardy, 
2014). Figure 1 provides a description of the 
skills and abilities each domain captures. 
Children receive a score between 0 and 10 on 
each domain, with higher scores indicative 
of better development. Children are then 
classified into one of three categories: 
developmentally vulnerable, developmentally 
at risk and developmentally on track. 
Additionally, there are two key summary 
indicators used within the AEDC which indicate 
whether children are developmentally 
vulnerable on one or more domains, and 
whether children are developmentally 
vulnerable on two or more domains. 

Research methods

Key points
 
●  The Australian Early Development 

Census (AEDC) is completed by 
teachers for all children and 
measures a child’s development in 
their first year of full-time schooling 
across five domains: Physical health 
and wellbeing, Social competence, 
Emotional maturity, Language and 
cognitive Skills, and Communication 
skills and general knowledge. 

●  On each domain, children are 
classified into one of three 
categories: developmentally 
vulnerable, developmentally at 
risk, and developmentally on track. 
Additionally, two key summary 
indicators are used: whether children 
are developmentally vulnerable on 
one or more domains, and whether 
children are developmentally 
vulnerable on two or more domains. 

●  The AEDC also collects data on 
children’s access to ECEC including 
preschool, day-care, playgroups, 
early intervention support and other 
non-parental care.

●  This study compared AEDC data for 
CALD and non-CALD children across 
all five AEDC cohorts: 2009, 2012, 
2015, 2018, and 2021.
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In addition to responding to items 
regarding children’s development, during 
the AEDC collection teachers are asked to 
provide contextual information about the 
children in their class, including children’s 
education and care experiences before 
school. Specifically, teachers were asked if 
children:
●  Attended a preschool/kindergarten 

program in the year before entering full 
time school.

●  Had been in day-care on a regular basis 
(full or part time centre-based or family 
day-care)

●  Attended playgroup in the years before 
entering full time school.

●  Attended an early intervention program 
(including programs for speech/language; 
special school; disability services; 
occupational therapy; physiotherapy; 
hearing services; vision services; behaviour, 
anxiety, counselling, psychology services; 
or an early intervention program in any 
other capacity). 

●  Had been in any of the following forms 
of other non-parental care on a regular 
basis, including a grandparent, other 
relative, nanny, friend, or neighbour.

Teachers could respond “yes”, “no”, or 
“don’t know” to these questions and this 
information is used to measure ECEC 
attendance throughout this report. Further, 
children’s demographic information, 
including their language background, is 
obtained from school administrative records 
and included into the AEDC dataset. This 
information was used to define children 
from a CALD background. Specifically, 
children were classified to be from a CALD 
background if they:
●  Had a language background other than 

English (defined as speaking a language 
other than English at home, or speaking 
English at home but English is not their 
first language); and

●  If the child’s language other than English 
was not an Aboriginal Australian language. 

Physical health 
and wellbeing

Children’s physical 
readiness for 
the school 
day, physical 
independence 
and gross and 
fine motor skills.

Social 
competence

Children’s overall 
social 
competence, 
responsibility and 
respect, approach 
to learning and 
readiness to 
explore new 
things.

Emotional 
maturity

Children’s pro-
social and helping 
behaviours, 
and absence 
of anxious and 
fearful behaviour, 
aggressive 
behaviour and 
hyperactivity and 
inattention.

Language and 
cognitive skills 
(school-based)

Children’s basic 
literacy, interest 
in literacy, 
numeracy 
and memory, 
advanced 
literacy and basic 
numeracy.

Communication 
skills and general 
knowledge

Children’s 
communication 
skills and general 
knowledge 
based on broad 
development 
competencies 
and skills 
measured in the 
school context.

Figure 1: Developmental domains measured in the AEDC
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In 2009, AEDC data were collected for 
261,147 children, in 2012 data were collected 
for 289,973 children, in 2015 data were 
collected for 302,003 children, in 2018 data 
were collected for 308,953 children, and 
in 2021 data were collected for 305,015 
children. The full sample now has just under 
1.5 million observations providing a rich 
population-wide data source over time. 
This information is used to explore trends 
in the early development of children from 
CALD backgrounds, and the role of ECEC in 
supporting children in the early years for the 
transition to school. 

The AEDC is also linked to the ABS Relative 
Socio-economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) 
which estimates location based relative 
socio-economic disadvantage, and the ABS 
Australian Statistical Geography Standard 
(ASGS) which is used to estimate the child’s 
remoteness within Australian contexts. 

In addition to AEDC data, publicly 
available population estimates from the 
most recent Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) Census, collected in 2021, were used 
to provide population estimates of children 
from CALD backgrounds, younger than 
those captured in the AEDC.
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Research questions

Analyses sought to investigate and update 
six research questions that were reported in 
the previous Stronger Starts Brighter Futures 
report detailed below. Research questions 
1 to 6 were explored first for children across 
Australia overall and then separately for 
children from New South Wales (NSW), 
Queensland (QLD), and Victoria (VIC). 
Questions 7 to 10 were assessed at a  
national level only. 

Part 1

1
What are the trends in the 
percentage of children from CALD 
backgrounds? 
We explored the number and percentage 
of children from CALD backgrounds in their 
first year of full-time schooling across 2009, 
2012, 2015, 2018, and 2021 AEDC cohorts. 
To provide an understanding of the most 
common cultural backgrounds of young 
children, we also identified the most frequent 
languages spoken by children from CALD 
backgrounds, as reported among the 2018 
and 2021 AEDC cohorts.

2
What are the trends in the 
percentage of children from 
CALD backgrounds who are 
developmentally vulnerable?
To investigate the early developmental 
outcomes of children from CALD 
backgrounds, we calculated the number 
and percentage of children from CALD 
backgrounds who were classified to be 
developmentally vulnerable according to 
the two key AEDC summary indicators (i.e., 
developmentally vulnerable on one or more 
domains, and developmentally vulnerable 
on two or more domains). We compared 
these figures across the 2009, 2012, 2015, 
2018, and 2021 AEDC cohorts to understand 
trends in development over time, separately 
for children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds.

3
What are the key developmental 
vulnerabilities for children from 
CALD backgrounds?
We explored early developmental outcomes 
in more detail, by calculating the number 
and percentage of children from CALD 
backgrounds who were classified as 
developmentally vulnerable on each of the 
five AEDC domains (Physical health and 
wellbeing, Social competence, Emotional 
maturity, Language and cognitive skills, 
and Communication skills and general 
knowledge). Figures were compared 
across the 2009, 2012, 2015, 2018, and 2021 
AEDC cohorts of children to explore trends 
in development over time, separately 
for children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds.



30 • SSI  |  Stronger Starts, Brighter Futures II  |  2024

4
What are the trends in the 
participation of children from CALD 
backgrounds in early childhood 
education and care (ECEC), 
compared to children from non-
CALD backgrounds?
To investigate ECEC attendance, we explored 
the number and percentage of children who 
attended preschool, day-care, playgroup, an 
early intervention program, and other non-
parental care as reported by their teachers. 
We explored results separately for children 
from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds 
across the 2009, 2012, 2015, 2018, and 2021 
AEDC cohorts to determine any disparities in 
ECEC participation over time.

5
Are there differences in 
developmental vulnerabilities 
between children from CALD 
backgrounds who did and did 
not attend ECEC, and how do 
these differences compare to 
that of children from non-CALD 
backgrounds? 
We compared the prevalence of 
developmental vulnerability (on each of 
the five AEDC domains as well as two key 
summary indicators) among children who 
did and did not attend different forms of 
ECEC prior to full time school, separately 
for children from CALD and non-CALD 

backgrounds. To explore the relationship 
between ECEC and children’s early 
development, we investigated the association 
between attendance at different forms of 
ECEC prior to full time school and children’s 
development at school entry as measured 
by the AEDC. Specifically, we calculated the 
likelihood of a child being developmentally 
vulnerable on one or more domains based 
on if they did or did not attend ECEC. We 
explored results separately for children 
from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds to 
determine if there were any differences in the 
relationship between ECEC and early child 
development across groups. These analyses 
were conducted using data from the 2018 
and 2021 AEDC cohort.

6
Based on findings presented above, 
what is an estimate of the number 
of children aged 0-4 years from a 
CALD background who are likely to 
have developmental vulnerabilities?
Using population estimates from the 
2022 ABS and the percentage of CALD 
children with developmental vulnerabilities 
as reported by the 2021 AEDC data, we 
estimated the number and percentage of 
children aged 0-4 years who are likely to 
have developmental vulnerabilities across 
each of the five AEDC domains as well as the 
two key summary indicators.
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Part 2
Additionally, for Stronger Starts Brighter 
Futures II to strengthen our understanding 
of developmental vulnerability and access 
to ECEC amongst children from CALD 
backgrounds we further explore the 
following questions.

7
What are the trends and differences 
of children from CALD backgrounds 
and developmentally vulnerable 
when disaggregated into four equity 
groups, socio-economic status, 
gender, geolocation, and children 
with special needs? 
To explore how different equity groups had 
different underlying distributions based on 
CALD backgrounds we created demographic 
tables showing differences in demographics 
based on the child’s CALD background and 
developmental vulnerability on one or more 
and two or more domains. We explored 
this across 2015-2021 cohorts to assess if 
any change in the demographic make-up 
of children from CALD backgrounds had 
changed over time. 

8
What is the likelihood of 
developmental vulnerability  
for children in these different  
equity groups?
We explored the likelihood of developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domains by 
modelling the increased odds of a child 
having developmental vulnerabilities on one 
or more domains for children from CALD 

and non-CALD backgrounds separately while 
adjusting for all four equity confounders. This 
allows us to compare the relative importance 
of each equity confounder, and see where 
most differential impact is made. 

9
How does English proficiency impact 
children from CALD backgrounds’ 
developmental vulnerability?
We first investigated how English proficiency 
differed for children from CALD and non-
CALD backgrounds through descriptive 
tables. We then calculated the relative 
difference in odds a child from a CALD 
background with varying levels of English 
proficiency would have developmental 
vulnerabilities on one or more domains. 

10
How does attendance at different 
types of ECEC change depending on 
equity group and CALD background?
As a continuation from question 4, we 
explored the number and percentage of 
children who attended preschool, day-care, 
playgroup, an early intervention program, 
and other non-parental care by further 
breaking it down by the four equity groups, 
and the child’s CALD background. We then 
calculated how the four equity groups and 
CALD background impacted access to ECEC 
by modelling the odds of ECEC attendance 
by each category. 
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Key points –  
General
● The number and percentage of 

children from CALD backgrounds in 
Australia has continued to increase 
over time. In 2009, 45,120 (17.3%) of 
children in the AEDC and entering 
school were from a CALD background. 
In 2021, 78,662 (25.8%) children in the 
AEDC were from CALD backgrounds 
compared to 74,990 (24.3%) in 2018. 

● The most prevalent languages 
spoken among children from CALD 
backgrounds in 2021 were Mandarin 
(11.4%), Arabic (10.3%), Punjabi (6.0%) 
and Hindi (5.5 %).

● Children from CALD backgrounds are 
more likely to be developmentally 
vulnerable than non-CALD children, 
however the gap has been closing 
over time. 
– In 2009, 29 per cent of children 

from CALD backgrounds were 
developmentally vulnerable on one 
or more domains compared to 20.8 
per cent for children from nonCALD 
backgrounds (a difference of 8.2%). 

– In 2021, this number was 23.0 per 
cent for CALD children compared 
to 20.0 per cent for non-CALD 
children (a difference of 3.0%). 
In 2018 the difference was 
3.6 per cent.

●  The absolute number of CALD 
children has increased in the 2021 
AEDC by nearly 4,000 children, 
while prevalence of developmental 
vulnerability has reduced from 
23.3 per cent in 2018 to 23.0 per cent 
in 2021, meaning the number of 
developmentally vulnerable CALD 
children has increased by 400. 

●  Governments and policymakers 
should continue to consider the 
implications for policy and service 
delivery of the increasing number of 
developmentally vulnerable children 
from CALD backgrounds. 

Key points –  
AEDC domains
●  The largest gap in developmental 

vulnerability between children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds 
continues to be on the Communication 
skills and general knowledge domain, 
however the gap seems to be closing 
in each AEDC wave. 

●  The Communication skills and general 
knowledge domain focuses on a 
child’s ability to listen to and use the 
English language effectively and this 
is explored in more depth in Part 2 of 
this report.

Part 1:  
Findings at a national level
Trends in the early development of children 
from CALD backgrounds across Australia
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The number of children from CALD 
backgrounds has increased year on year 
and is now at its highest proportion since 
collection began. Nearly 80,000 children out 
of 305,000 are from CALD backgrounds, in 
other words more than 1 in 4 children. This is 
despite the number of overall responses in 
the AEDC falling for the first time since the 
collection began. (see Table 1). These results 
are aligned with other data sources, such 
as the ABS census, and reflect Australia’s 
growing cultural diversity. Table 2 highlights 
the 10 most frequent languages spoken 
at home among children from a CALD 
background in 2021 and 2018, Mandarin 
(11.4%) and Arabic (10.3%) remain the two 
most common, Vietnamese is now less 
common than Punjabi and Hindi, and 
Tagalog has fallen out of the top ten, 
replaced with Malayalam. 

Table 1. CALD and non-CALD children over time  
at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Total
n (%)

2009 45,120 
(17.3)

216,027 
(82.7)

261,147 
(100.0)

2012 52,923 
(18.3)

237,050 
(81.7)

289,973 
(100.0)

2015 62,206 
(20.6)

239,797 
(79.4)

302,003 
(100.0)

2018 74,990 
(24.3)

233,963 
(75.7)

308,953 
(100.0)

2021 78,662 
(25.8)

226,353 
(74.2)

305,015 
(100.0)

Table 2: Most prevalent languages among  
CALD children at a national level in 2018 and 2021

2018 n (%) 2021 n (%)

Mandarin 8,903 
(11.9) Mandarin 8,582 

(11.4)

Arabic 7,979 
(10.6) Arabic 7,713 

(10.3)

Vietnamese 4,524 
(6.0) Punjabi 4,481 

(6.0)

Hindi 4,189 
(5.6) Hindi 4,131 

(5.5)

Punjabi 3,345 
(4.5) Vietnamese 4,020 

(5.4)

Cantonese 2,600 
(3.5) Cantonese 2,275 

(3.0)

Urdu 1,927 
(2.6) Urdu 2,263 

(3.0)

Korean 1,813 
(2.4) Spanish 1,957 

(2.6)

Spanish 1,711 
(2.3) Korean 1,775 

(2.4)

Tagalog 1,552 
(2.1) Malayalam 1,641 

(2.2)

We compared developmental outcomes, 
as measured by the AEDC, for children 
from CALD backgrounds and other children 
across Australia. Table 3 presents the 
number and percentage of children who 
were developmentally vulnerable according 
to the two AEDC summary indicators (i.e., 
developmentally vulnerable on one or more 
domains, and developmentally vulnerable on 
two or more domains) separately for children 
from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds 
across 2009–2021 cohorts. There are 
continuing disparities in the prevalence of 
developmental vulnerability among children 
from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds. 
While the gap has been closing over time 
it remains largely unchanged between 
2018 to 2021: 23 per cent of children from a 
CALD background were developmentally 
vulnerable on one or more domains as 
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opposed to 20 per cent for children in non-
CALD backgrounds. For developmental 
vulnerability on two or more domains the 
gap is slightly smaller with 11.4 per cent 
vulnerable from CALD backgrounds and 10.5 
per cent from non-CALD backgrounds. The 
trend over time seems to suggest the gap in 
developmental vulnerabilities between CALD 
and non-CALD children is narrowing over 
time. In 2009 the difference was more than 
8 per cent on developmental vulnerability 
on one or more domains, and 4 per cent on 
developmental vulnerability on two or more 
domains. In 2021, these differences were at 
3 per cent and <1 per cent respectively. It is 
important to consider while the prevalence 
has decreased, the overall number of children 
from CALD background with developmental 
vulnerabilities has increased. In 2021, for 
children from CALD backgrounds compared 
to 2018, there are 400 more children with 
developmental vulnerabilities on one or more 
domains, and 400 more children with two or 
more developmental vulnerabilities. 

Table 3. Developmental vulnerability among CALD 
and non-CALD children over time at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Developmentally vulnerable  
on one or more domains

2009 13,086 (30.9) 44,950 (22.0)

2012 14,010 (28.1) 45,923 (20.7)

2015 15,717 (26.4) 47,243 (20.9)

2018 17,446 (24.3) 46,002 (20.8)

2021 17,938 (24.0) 45,326 (21.3)

Developmentally vulnerable  
on two or more domains

2009 6,600 (15.6) 22,627 (11.1)

2012 6,729 (13.4) 22,814 (10.2)

2015 7,768 (13.0) 23,986 (10.6)

2018 8,576 (11.9) 23,858 (10.8)

2021 8,997 (12.0) 23,721 (11.1)

Figure 2: Developmental vulnerability among CALD 
and non-CALD children over time at a national level
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Table 4 explores children’s developmental 
outcomes on each of the five AEDC 
domains, separately for children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds across 
the five AEDC cohorts. Following from the 
decrease in developmental vulnerability in 
the summary indicators, the percentage of 
children from a CALD background found 
to be developmentally vulnerable within 
AEDC domains remains stable. Compared to 
2018, in 2021 developmental vulnerability on 
Physical health and wellbeing, and Language 
and cognitive skills has increased slightly. 
For children from non-CALD backgrounds, 
developmental vulnerability remains 
stable from 2018 to 2021. Among children 
from CALD backgrounds, developmental 
vulnerability in the Communication skills 
and general knowledge domain continues 
to decrease year on year (14.0% in 2018 
to 13.7% in 2021). However, the number of 
developmentally vulnerable children across 
all domains has increased along with the 
increased number of children from CALD 
backgrounds in the AEDC. In particular, there 
are 200 more instances of developmental 
vulnerability in the Communication skills and 
general knowledge domain in 2021 than in 
2018 even though the prevalence has seen 
the largest decrease of all domains. 

Table 4: Developmental vulnerability on each AEDC 
domain among CALD and non-CALD children over 
time at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Physical Health and Wellbeing

2009 4,051 (9.5) 18,993 (9.3)

2012 4,544 (9.0) 2,0935 (9.4)

2015 5,341 (8.9) 22,370 (9.8)

2018 6,134 (8.5) 22,113 (10.0)

2021 6,570 (8.8) 21,771 (10.2)

Social Competence

2009 4,734 (11.2) 18,691 (9.1)

2012 5,349 (10.7)  20,018 (9.0)

2015 6,535 (11.0) 21,816 (9.6)

2018 7,256 (10.1) 21,417 (9.7)

2021 7,394 (9.9) 20,394 (9.6)

Emotional Maturity

2009 3,729 (8.8) 18,098 (8.9)

2012 3,616 (7.3) 17,229 (7.7)

2015 4,612 (7.8) 19,254 (8.5)

2018 5,062 (7,1) 19,615 (8.9)

2021 5,269 (7.1) 19,002 (8.9)

Language and Cognitive Skills

2009 4,698 (11.1) 17,235 (8.4)

2012 4,124 (8.2) 14,440 (6.5)

2015 4,510 (7.6) 14,023 (6.2)

2018 5,115 (7.1) 14,302 (6.5)

2021 5,557 (7.4) 15,550 (7.3)

Communication Skills and General Knowledge

2009 8,259 (19.5) 14,442 (7.1)

2012 8,863 (17.6) 15,657 (7.0)

2015 9,290 (15.6) 15,185 (6.7)

2018 10,094 (14.0) 14,138 (6.4)

2021 10,270 (13.7) 13,794 (6.5)
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In some domains, there is a trend of 
children from CALD backgrounds being 
less likely to be developmentally vulnerable 
than children from non-CALD backgrounds, 
namely Physical health and wellbeing 
(8.8% vs 10.2% in 2021), and Emotional 
maturity (7.1% vs 8.9% in 2021). However, 
this trend is reversed as shown in Figure 3, 
in the Communication skills and general 
knowledge domain which has the largest 
gap. The percentage of children from CALD 
backgrounds who were developmentally 
vulnerable on this domain is over double 
that of children from non-CALD backgrounds 
(13.7% vs 6.5% in 2021). In previous analyses, 
this difference was interpreted as being 
due to the skills and abilities this domain 
captures, such as the inclusion of items 
focused on a child’s ability to listen and use 
language effectively in English contributing 
to marked disparities in results between 
children from CALD backgrounds and other 
children (English language proficiency 
is explored in more depth in Part 2 of 
this report). Taken overall, these findings 
highlight strengths and developmental 
vulnerabilities among children from CALD 
backgrounds over time.

Figure 3. Developmental vulnerability on each AEDC 
domain for CALD and non-CALD children over time 
at a national level
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Key points 
● While previous analyses of the AEDC 

showed consistent increases in ECEC 
attendance over time, this growth 
has stagnated in the 2018 to 2021 
period for all children. For example, 
in 2021, 82.4 per cent of CALD children 
attended ECEC, compared to 82.2 per 
cent attending in 2018. 

● However, children from CALD 
backgrounds continue to be much less 
likely to attend ECEC than non-CALD 
children (82.4% vs 90.4% in 2021). 

● Preschool remains the most common 
form of ECEC attended by all 
children. However, while attendance 
at preschool among children from 
CALD backgrounds has increased 
slightly from 2018 to 2021, there 
remains a significant gap in preschool 
attendance between children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds.

● For example, 9.5 per cent of CALD 
children and 6.3 per cent of non-CALD 
children did not attend preschool 
though the gap between CALD and 
non-CALD preschool attendance is at 
its closest point since data collection 
began in the AEDC.  

● Early intervention support continues 
to be significantly under-utilised 
by CALD children, a trend that has 
been consistent across all waves of 
the AEDC. These services include 
professional support such as speech 
and language support, occupational 
therapy and behavioural support.

Trends in ECEC attendance among children 
from CALD backgrounds across Australia
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We explored ECEC attendance as 
reported by teachers2, separately for 
children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds across each of the five AEDC 
cycles. Tables 5-9 present the number 
and percentage of children who attended 
and did not attend preschool, day-care, 
playgroup, an early intervention program, 
and other non-parental care3, as well as the 
children for whom their teachers responded 
“don’t know” to these questions. In some 
instances, the proportion of children for 
whom their teachers did not know about 
their ECEC attendance before school is 
large and so it is critical to present these 
responses when exploring trends in 
attendance.

As Figure 4 highlights, preschool continues 
to be the most commonly attended form of 
ECEC among children irrespective of their 
cultural background. In 2021, 79 per cent 
of children from CALD background were 
reported to have attended preschool in the 
lead up to full time schooling. As described in 
the review of the literature presented earlier, 
preschool enables children to develop skills 
that are essential for a successful transition 
into the school environment, which has 
lasting effects throughout childhood and 
adolescence. 

2  Across Australia, ECEC attendance information was 
missing for 1,473 (0.7%) non-CALD and 576 (1.3%) CALD 
children in 2009; 1,046 (0.4%) non-CALD and 340 (0.6%) CALD 
children in 2012; 740 (0.3%) non-CALD and 271 (0.4%) CALD 
children in 2015; and 695 (0.3%) non-CALD and 312 (0.4%) 
CALD children in 2018; 792 (0.4%) non-CALD and 291 (0.4%) 
CALD children in 2021.
3  See the methods section of this report for a description 
of each of these forms of ECEC. 

The proportion of children from a CALD 
background who did not attend preschool 
has continued to decrease over time. 
However, in 2021, 1 in 10 children from CALD 
backgrounds did not attend preschool (9.5%) 
compared to about 1 in 20 children from 
non-CALD backgrounds (6.3%). Working 
to better understand and then address 
the barriers associated with preschool 
attendance among CALD families will play 
an important role in reducing developmental 
disparities between children from CALD 
backgrounds and other children in Australia.

Table 5: Preschool attendance among CALD and 
non-CALD children over time at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

2009

Attended 28,915 (64.9) 164,076 (76.5)

Did not attend 7,412 (16.6) 22,516 (10.5)

Don’t know 8,217 (18.4) 27,962 (13.0)

2012

Attended 33,820 (64.3) 178,866 (75.8)

Did not attend 5,695 (10.8) 16,531 (7.0)

Don’t know 13,068 (24.9) 40,607 (17.2)

2015

Attended 45,581 (73.6) 201,517 (84.3)

Did not attend 7,705 (12.4) 17,971 (7.5)

Don’t know 8,649 (14.0) 19,569 (8.2)

2018

Attended 58,207 (77.9) 203,648 (87.3)

Did not attend 7,561 (10.1) 14,001 (6.0)

Don’t know 8,910 (11.9) 15,619 (6.7)

2021

Attended 61,508 (78.5) 196,304 (87.0)

Did not attend 7,483 (9.5) 14,156 (6.3)

Don’t know 9,380 (12.0) 15,101 (6.7)
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Attendance at day-care decreased 
between 2009 and 2015 and has increased 
since 2018. In 2021, 30 per cent of children 
from CALD backgrounds and 33 per cent 
of children from non-CALD backgrounds 
attended. Of note, there are very high rates 
of “Don’t know” responses (in 2021, ranging 
between 39-44%) for both children of CALD 
and non-CALD backgrounds. 

Table 6. Day-care attendance among CALD and 
non-CALD children over time at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

2009

Attended 13,668 (30.7) 69,661 (32.5)

Did not attend 26,531 (59.6) 130,077 (60.6)

Don’t know 4,345 (9.8) 14,816 (6.9)

2012

Attended 14,004 (26.6) 70,808 (30.0)

Did not attend 21,171 (40.3) 93,362 (39.6)

Don’t know 17,408 (33.1) 71,834 (30.4)

2015

Attended 14,226 (23.0) 63,147 (26.4)

Did not attend 21,045 (34.0) 86,130 (36.0)

Don’t know 26,664 (43.1) 89,780 (37.6)

2018

Attended 21,819 (29.2) 75,866 (32.5)

Did not attend 21,005 (28.1) 69,930 (30.0)

Don’t know 31,854 (42.7) 87,472 (37.5)

2021

Attended 23,411 (29.9) 76,311 (33.8)

Did not attend 20,211 (25.8) 60,912 (27.0)

Don’t know 34,749 (44.3) 88,338 (39.2)

Table 7. Playgroup attendance4 among CALD and 
non-CALD children over time at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

2012

Attended 4,343 (8.3) 38,609 (16.4)

Did not attend 16,463 (31.3) 59,830 (25.4)

Don’t know 31,777 (60.4) 137,565 (58.3)

2015

Attended 5,086 (8.2) 35,657 (14.9)

Did not attend 17,528 (28.3) 56,471 (23.6)

Don’t know 39,321 (63.5) 146,929 (61.5)

2018

Attended 6,724 (9.0) 34,586 (14.8)

Did not attend 18,693 (25.0) 53,440 (22.9)

Don’t know 49,261 (66.0) 145,242 (62.3)

2021

Attended 5,859 (7.5) 28,636 (12.7)

Did not attend 19,415 (24.8) 53,111 (23.5)

Don’t know 53,097 (67.8%) 143,814 (63.8)

Playgroup attendance has seen year on 
year decreases for both children from CALD 
and non-CALD backgrounds as shown in 
Table 7. As of 2021, only 7.5 per cent of CALD 
children are reported to have attended 
a playgroup, and 25 per cent did not 
attend. For non-CALD children, playgroup 
attendance has fallen from 16 per cent in 
2012 (when playgroup information was 
first collected in the AEDC) to 13 per cent in 
2021. As with previous cohorts, a very high 
proportion of teachers do not know whether 
the child has attended playgroups or not. 

4  Information regarding playgroup attendance was not 
collected in the 2009 AEDC cycle.
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We also explored children’s participation 
in an early intervention program before 
school, which includes speech and 
language support, occupational therapy, 
behavioural support including a psychologist 
or counsellor, or a disability support 
service. Results in Table 8 indicate that 
a smaller percentage of children from 
CALD backgrounds received such early 
intervention support, relative to children 
from non-CALD backgrounds. Within the 
2021 cohort, 5.6 per cent of children from a 
CALD background were reported to have 
attended an early intervention program, 
nearly half compared to children from 
non-CALD backgrounds (10.2%). Similar 
results have been found in previous AEDC 
cohorts where CALD children have half of 
the reported access to early intervention 
programs compared to non-CALD children 
which indicates a gap for CALD children who 
may benefit from specialised support prior 
to starting school. 

Table 8. Early intervention program attendance 
among CALD and non-CALD children over time 
at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

2009

Attended 2,048 (4.6) 16,054 (7.5)

Did not attend 37,789 (84.8) 182,438 (85.0)

Don’t know 4,707 (10.6) 16,062 (7.5)

2012

Attended 2,049 (3.9) 18,059 (7.7)

Did not attend 41,284 (78.5) 188,490 (79.9)

Don’t know 9,250 (17.6) 29,455 (12.5)

2015

Attended 2,923 (4.7) 21,114 (8.8)

Did not attend 48,989 (79.1) 194,140 (81.2)

Don’t know 10,023 (16.2) 23,803 (10.0)

2018

Attended 3,834 (5.1) 23,827 (10.2)

Did not attend 54,278 (72.7) 175,615 (75.3)

Don’t know 16,566 (22.2) 33,826 (14.5)

2021

Attended 4,382 (5.6) 23,024 (10.2)

Did not attend 55,076 (70.3) 169,044 (74.9)

Don’t know 18,913 (24.1) 33,490 (14.8)
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Table 9 presents the number and 
percentage of children who attended other 
non-parental care before school, including with 
a child’s grandparent, other relative, nanny, 
friend, or neighbour. Non-parental care has 
been less prominent than in previous years, 
falling by 2 percentage points for both CALD 
and non-CALD children. A large proportion 
of teachers did not know whether the child 
had any non-parental care previously, with 
the rate of “Don’t know” gradually increasing 
from 2009 (5%) to 2021 (50%) for children from 
CALD backgrounds and similar trends for 
children from non-CALD backgrounds. 

When looking at the distribution across 
each type of ECEC measured in the AEDC 
(Figure 4), children from CALD backgrounds 
were less likely to participate in each 
type of ECEC relative to children from 
non-CALD backgrounds. Furthermore, as 
Tables 5 to 9 have shown the rate of “Don’t 
know” responses for children from CALD 
backgrounds is higher compared to children 
from non-CALD backgrounds, which could 
reflect barriers in school transition processes 
that should be explored further. 

All ECEC variables were combined 
into a summary variable indicating any 
form of ECEC attendance (i.e., whether 
a child attended either preschool, day-
care, playgroup, an early intervention 
program, or other non-parental care) before 
commencing school. Figures from 2021 
mirror that of 2018, where a large majority 
of children both CALD and non-CALD attend 
some form of ECEC as shown in Table 10. 
However, the gradual increase in attendance 
seen in Figure 5 is starting to flatten out. This 
could potentially be attributed to COVID-19 
policies and changing societal norms, 
however this should be confirmed in the next 
data wave when a few more years of post-
COVID stabilisation will be reflected in the 
AEDC. 

Table 9. Other non-parental care among CALD and 
non-CALD children over time at a national level

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

2009

Attended 2,527 (5.6) 14,195 (6.6)

Did not attend 40,284 (89.3) 190,568 (88.2)

Don’t know 2,309 (5.1) 11,264 (5.2)

2012

Attended 5,866 (11.1) 31,011 (13.1)

Did not attend 25,695 (48.6) 120,928 (51.0)

Don’t know 21,362 (40.4) 85,111 (35.9)

2015

Attended 7,435 (12.0) 33,553 (14.0)

Did not attend 28,170 (45.3) 115,004 (48.0)

Don’t know 26,601 (42.8) 91,240 (38.0)

2018

Attended 7,901 (10.5) 32,704 (14.0)

Did not attend 31,457 (41.9) 102,830 (44.0)

Don’t know 35,632 (47.5) 98,429 (42.1)

2021

Attended 6,613 (8.4) 27,715 (12.2)

Did not attend 30,972 (39.4) 94,461 (41.7)

Don’t know 41,077 (52.2) 104,177 (46.0)
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Figure 4: ECEC attendance among CALD and 
non-CALD children over time at a national level 
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Table 10: Any ECEC attendance among CALD and 
non-CALD children over time at a national level 

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

2009

Attended 34,739 (77.0) 184,878 (85.6)

Did not attend 10,381 (23.0) 31,149 (14.4)

Don’t know 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

2012

Attended 41,955 (79.3) 208,375 (87.9)

Did not attend 8,263 (15.6) 21,779 (9.2)

Don’t know 2,705 (5.1) 6,896 (2.9)

2015

Attended 49,623 (79.8) 213,942 (89.2)

Did not attend 9,614 (15.5) 20,044 (8.4)

Don’t know 2,969 (4.8) 5,811 (2.4)

2018

Attended 61,658 (82.2) 21,2423 (90.8)

Did not attend 9,630 (12.8) 16,013 (6.8)

Don’t know 3,702 (4.9) 5,527 (2.4)

2021

Attended 64,834 (82.4) 204,722 (90.4)

Did not attend 9,644 (12.3) 15,995 (7.1)

Don’t know 4,184 (5.3) 5,636 (2.5)

Figure 5: Any ECEC attendance among CALD and 
non-CALD children over time at a national level
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The relationship between ECEC attendance  
and early development outcomes among children  
from CALD backgrounds across Australia

Key points 
●  There remains to be a greater 

prevalence of developmental 
vulnerability among children who did 
not attend any ECEC when compared 
to those who did for all children. 

●  For children from CALD backgrounds, 
gaps in developmental vulnerability 
between those who did and did 
not attend ECEC were largest on 
Language and cognitive skills and 
Communication skills and general 
knowledge domains.

●  However, CALD children are slightly 
less likely to be vulnerable on Physical 
health and wellbeing and Emotional 
maturity. 

●  Preschool attendance continues 
to have the strongest positive 
relationship with development among 
children from CALD backgrounds. 
Specifically, CALD children who did 
not attend preschool in 2021 had 
2.08 times greater odds of being 
developmentally vulnerable on one 
or more AEDC domain, compared to 
children who did attend. Playgroup 
and day-care attendance had 
smaller yet positive relationships with 
development for CALD children. 

●  Overall, this study found a strong 
relationship between ECEC attendance 
and positive developmental outcomes 
among children from CALD and non-
CALD backgrounds. 

In this section we compare results of the 
2018 and 2021 AEDC data, to investigate 
the relationship between ECEC attendance 
and child development outcomes over 
time. Table 11 presents the number and 
percentage of developmentally vulnerable 
children on AEDC summary indicators 
for those who did and did not attend any 
ECEC, separately for children from a CALD 
background and non-CALD background 
in 2018 and 2021. Table 12 presents this 
information for each of the five AEDC 
domains. Results show that across all 

domains as well as summary indicators, the 
prevalence of developmental vulnerability 
was greater among children who did not 
attend ECEC before school. In fact, across 
2018 and 2021, prevalence rates are stable 
and have rarely changed more than 1 
percentage point. The largest changes 
observed are seen within the Language 
and cognitive skills domain, where non-
CALD children who did not attend an 
ECEC had slightly higher prevalence of a 
developmental vulnerability (14.4% 2018 vs 
17.1% 2021).
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Table 11: Developmental vulnerability by any ECEC attendance  
among CALD and non-CALD children at a national level

2018 2021

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains

Attended 13,172 (22.3) 39,562 (19.7) 13,659 (22.2) 38,856 (20.2)

Did not attend 3,110 (34.2) 4,779 (32.1) 3,078 (33.7) 4,875 (33.3)

Don’t know 1,164 (32.6) 1,661 (31.8) 1,201 (30.2) 1,595 (30.4)

Developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains

Attended 6,372 (10.8) 20,239 (10.0) 6,757 (10.9) 20,035 (10.4)

Did not attend 1,642 (18.0) 2,681 (18.0) 1,657 (18.1) 2,844 (19.4)

Don’t know 562 (15.7) 938 (17.9) 583 (14.6) 842 (16.0)
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Table 12. Developmental vulnerability across each AEDC domain by any ECEC  
attendance among CALD and non-CALD children at a national level

2018 2021

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Physical Health and Wellbeing

Attended 4,716 (8.0) 18,754 (9.3) 5,018 (8.1) 18,404 (9.5)

Did not attend 1,088 (11.9) 2,570 (17.2) 1,165 (12.7) 2,627 (17.9)

Don’t know 330 (9.2) 789 (15.0) 387 (9.6) 740 (14.0)

Social Competence

Attended 5,536 (9.3) 18,434 (9.1) 5,662 (9.2) 17,553 (9.1)

Did not attend 1,236 (13.5) 2,124 (14.2) 1,205 (13.2) 2,092 (14.2)

Don’t know 484 (13.4) 859 (16.3) 527 (13.1) 749 (14.2)

Emotional Maturity

Attended 4,055 (6.9) 17,419 (8.7) 4,319 (7.0) 16,872 (8.8)

Did not attend 737 (8.1) 1,616 (10.9) 689 (7.6) 1,610 (11.0)

Don’t know 270 (7.6) 580 (11.1) 261 (6.6) 520 (10.0)

Language and Cognitive Skills

Attended 3,581 (6.0) 11,522 (5.7) 3,901 (6.3) 12,377 (6.4)

Did not attend 1,161 (12.7) 2,150 (14.4) 1,254 (13.7) 2,514 (17.1)

Don’t know 373 (10.4) 630 (12.0) 402 (10.1) 659 (12.5)

Communication Skills and General Knowledge

Attended 7,309 (12.3) 11,577 (5.7) 7,552 (12.2) 11,362 (5.9)

Did not attend 2,070 (22.7) 1,945 (13.0) 2,007 (21.9) 1,929 (13.1)

Don’t know 715 (19.8) 616 (11.7) 711 (17.7) 503 (9.5)
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As seen in Figure 6 we can see that 
attendance at any form of ECEC has 
significant protective effects regardless 
of whether the child is from a CALD or 
non-CALD background. For example, in 
the domain of Language and cognitive 
skills, children who attend any form of 
ECEC have less than half the prevalence of 
developmental vulnerability if from non-
CALD background, and around half if from 
a CALD background. ECEC attendance is 
similarly protective in the Communication 
skills and general knowledge and Physical 
health and wellbeing domains. 

Figure 6. Developmental vulnerability across each 
AEDC domain by any ECEC attendance among CALD 
and non-CALD children at a national level
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Table 13. Developmental vulnerability by different types of ECEC attendance  
among CALD and non-CALD children at a national level

2018 2021

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Preschool

Developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains

Attended 12,039 (21.5) 36,859 (19.1) 12,686 (21.6) 36,435 (19.7)

Did not attend 2,720 (37.4) 4,702 (35.5) 2,619 (36.5) 4,762 (36.0)

Don’t know 2,687 (31.2) 4,441 (29.9) 2,633 (29.4) 4,129 (29.3)

Developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains

Attended 5,736 (10.2) 18,615 (9.6) 6,215 (10.6) 18,602 (10.0)

Did not attend 1,531 (21.0) 2,811 (21.2) 1,492 (20.8) 2,964 (22.3)

Don’t know 1,309 (15.2) 2,432 (16.3) 1,290 (14.4) 2,155 (15.2)

Day-care

Developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains

Attended 4,390 (20.9) 14,865 (20.5) 4,632 (20.7) 15,407 (21.4)

Did not attend 5,325 (26.4) 13,860 (21.0) 5,065 (26.4) 12,857 (22.5)

Don’t know 7,731 (25.3) 17,277 (20.9) 8,241 (24.9) 17,062 (20.5)

Developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains

Attended 2,082 (9.9) 7,653 (10.6) 2,244 (10.0) 8,099 (11.2)

Did not attend 2,742 (13.6) 7,343 (11.1) 2,600 (13.5) 6,971 (12.2)

Don’t know 3,752 (12.2) 8,862 (10.7) 4,153 (12.5) 8,651 (10.4)

Playgroup

Developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains

Attended 1,304 (20.2) 5,320 (16.2) 1,071 (19.3) 4,596 (16.9)

Did not attend 5,265 (29.3) 13,596 (26.9) 5,400 (29.2) 13,805 (27.8)

Don’t know 10,877 (23.0) 27,086 (19.6) 11,467 (22.6) 26,925 (19.9)

Developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains

Attended 641 (9.9) 2,550 (7.7) 465 (8.3) 2,174 (8.0)

Did not attend 2,763 (15.4) 7,688 (15.2) 2,897 (15.7) 8,046 (16.2)

Don’t know 5,172 (10.9) 13,620 (9.9) 5,635 (11.1) 13,501 (9.9)

Table continues on next page
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2018 2021

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Early Intervention Program

Developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains

Attended 1,160 (45.2) 6,358 (37.0) 1,212 (45.3) 5,927 (45.2)

Did not attend 12,025 (22.5) 31,633 (18.4) 11,981 (22.2) 31,543 (19.1)

Don’t know 4,261 (26.9) 8,011 (25.2) 4,745 (26.4) 7,856 (25.2)

Developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains

Attended 718 (28.0) 3,702 (21.5) 752 (28.1) 3,443 (21.4)

Did not attend 5,815 (10.9) 15,926 (9.2) 5,838 (10.8) 16,140 (9.8)

Don’t know 2,043 (12.8) 4,230 (13.3) 2,407 (13.3) 4,138 (13.2)

Other non-parental care

Developmentally vulnerable on one or more domains

Attended 2,047 (27.2) 7,236 (23.6) 1,727 (27.7) 6,541 (25.5)

Did not attend 7,200 (24.1) 19,842 (20.5) 6,841 (23.4) 19,046 (21.6)

Don’t know 8,199 (23.9) 18,924 (20.2) 9,370 (23.8) 19,739 (20.0)

Developmentally vulnerable on two or more domains

Attended 1,087 (14.4) 3,951 (12.9) 927 (14.9) 3,668 (14.2)

Did not attend 3,579 (11.9) 10,243 (10.6) 3,386 (11.6) 10,126 (11.5)

Don’t know 3,910 (11.3) 9,664 (10.3) 4,685 (11.9) 9,927 (10.0)

Table 13 (continued).  
Developmental vulnerability by different types of ECEC attendance  
among CALD and non-CALD children at a national level
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To further investigate the impact of 
ECEC on developmental vulnerability on 
one or more or two or more domains, we 
examine the prevalence of developmental 
vulnerability on AEDC summary indicators, 
separately for children who did and did not 
attend each of the different forms of ECEC 
(i.e., preschool, day-care, playgroup, an early 
intervention program, or other non-parental 
care), and separately for children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds. These 
results are presented in Table 13 and Figure 
7. Among children from a CALD background, 
the largest difference in developmental 
vulnerability was observed between children 
who did and did not attend an early 
intervention program. Attendance at some 
types of ECEC has the effect of essentially 
halving developmental vulnerabilities. 
For example, 1 in 5 children from a CALD 
background who attended preschool were 
developmentally vulnerable, whereas this 
increased to 1 in 3 among CALD children 
who did not attend. The exception to this is 
attendance at early intervention programs 
where children attending are more likely to 
be developmentally vulnerable. Between 
2018 and 2021 there is very little difference 
in the effects of ECEC attendance, where 
attendance was protective in the 2018 
cohort, it remains protective in the 2021 
cohort. Differences between children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds are 
relatively minor. 

Figure 7. Developmentally vulnerable on one 
or more domains by different types of ECEC 
attendance among CALD and non-CALD children  
at a national level
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Table 14 presents results from regression 
analyses exploring the relationship between 
ECEC attendance and child development 
outcomes, separately for children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds for 2018 
and 2021 respectively. Odds ratios (ORs) 
represent the increased (or decreased) 
odds that children who did not attend ECEC 
were developmentally vulnerable on one or 
more domains compared to those who did 
attend. An odds ratio larger than 1 indicates 
increased odds relative to the reference 
group, while a ratio less than one indicates 
decreased odds. Results are considered 
meaningful if the 95% confidence intervals 
do not overlap the critical value of 1. Results 
from 2021 indicate that children from CALD 
backgrounds have 1.79 times greater odds of 
having a developmental vulnerability on one 
or more domains by not attending any form 
of ECEC. The ratio increases to 1.97 times 
for children from non-CALD backgrounds. 
These results are in line with what has 
been presented previously, suggesting for 
both CALD and non-CALD children there 
are significant benefits to ECEC programs. 
Preschool, day-care, and playgroups 
were all found to be largely beneficial 
by decreasing risk of developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domains for 
CALD children. Early intervention programs 
and non-parental care had a negative 
relationship with developmental vulnerability. 
The negative relationship between early 
intervention programs is not surprising as 
they are generally targeted towards children 

requiring additional support. The relationship 
between other non-parental care and 
developmental vulnerability is likely to be 
largely reflective of socio-economic related 
factors such as lack of access to services, 
and lack of alternative quality learning 
environments. 

While the AEDC provides us with a 
valuable insight into the protective effects 
of various ECEC programs, it lacks the 
granularity to tell us what aspects of the 
programs are most important, such as 
quality, and exposure. Regardless, there 
are significant insights consistent with the 
evidence base that provision and availability 
of quality ECEC services are highly 
protective, particularly for those at risk, and 
in our findings it is clear this remains true 
for children irrespective of their cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds. 
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Table 14: Relationship between ECEC attendance 
and developmental vulnerability at a national level

2018 2021

CALD
OR (95% CI)

Non-CALD
OR (95% CI)

CALD
OR (95% CI)

Non-CALD
OR (95% CI)

Any ECEC attendance

Attended ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 1.81 (1.72-1.90) 1.93 (1.86-2.00) 1.79 (1.71-1.87) 1.97 (1.90-2.05)

Preschool

Attended ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 2.17 (2.06-2.29) 2.33 (2.24-2.42) 2.08 (1.98-2.19) 2.30 (2.21-2.38)

Day-care

Attended ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 1.36 (1.30-1.43) 1.03 (1.00-1.06) 1.38 (1.32-1.44) 1.07 (1.04-1.10)

Playgroup

Attended ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 1.64 (1.53-1.76) 1.91 (1.85-1.98) 1.73 (1.61-1.87) 1.88 (1.81-1.96)

Early intervention

Attended ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 0.35 (0.33-0.38) 0.38 (0.37-0.40) 0.34 (0.32-0.37) 0.40 (0.39-0.42)

Other non-parental care

Attended ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 0.85 (0.80-0.90) 0.83 (0.81-0.86) 0.80 (0.75-0.85) 0.81 (0.78-0.83)
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Key points 
● Based on 2021 AEDC data 

combined with 2021 Australian 
Census data, this study projects 
an estimate of 389,714 children 
aged 0-4 years from a CALD 
background in Australia. 

● Of these, 89,635 or 23 per cent are 
estimated to be developmentally 
vulnerable on one or more 
domains. 

● This demonstrates the need for 
a series of actions and policy 
responses to increase participation 
and access to quality ECEC for 
CALD families in early childhood. 

Estimates of young children from  
CALD backgrounds with developmental  
vulnerabilities across Australia

Using ABS census population estimates 
as well as proportions of CALD children 
who were developmentally vulnerable as 
reported by the 2021 AEDC, we estimated 
the number and percentage of CALD 
children aged 0-4 years who are likely 
to have developmental vulnerabilities 
nationally. Table 15 indicates that, of the 
estimated 389,714 children aged 0-4 years 
from a CALD background, 89,635 or 23 
per cent of these children are estimated 
to be developmentally vulnerable on one 
or more domains. Further, 44,428 or 11.4 
per cent of these children are estimated 
to experience vulnerabilities across two 
or more domains. These figures intend to 
provide an understanding of the number of 
children from CALD backgrounds who will, 
together with their families, require services 
and supports to help strengthen their 
learning and development in order to enable 
a successful transition to school. 
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Table 15. Estimate of CALD children with 
developmental vulnerabilities at a national level

2021

Number of children aged 0-4 years  
in 2021 ABS Census 1,510,519

Percentage of CALD children in AEDC 25.8

Estimate of CALD children  
aged 0-4 years 389,714

Extrapolated developmental 
vulnerability n (%)

Developmental vulnerability  
on one or more domains 89,635 (23.0)

Developmental vulnerability  
on two or more domains 44,428 (11.4)

Physical Health and Wellbeing 32,736 (8.4)

Social Competence 36,634 (9.4)

Emotional Maturity 26,111 (6.7)

Language and Cognitive Skills 27,670 (7.1)

Communication Skills and  
General Knowledge 51,053 (13.1)
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Part 2:  
Equity based 
analysis,  
how do results 
differ for children 
from CALD 
backgrounds  
based on  
socio-economic 
status, gender, 
location, and 
for children with 
special needs?

Key points 
● Demographics of children from 

CALD backgrounds differ slightly 
from children from non-CALD 
backgrounds, with higher proportions 
of children from disadvantaged 
socio-economic areas. However, over 
time it is starting to level out. 

● Over 90 per cent of children from 
CALD backgrounds reside in major 
cities of Australia.

● Developmental vulnerability is 
largely concentrated in children in 
disadvantaged areas, especially for 
children from CALD backgrounds: 
30 per cent of CALD children with 
developmental vulnerability on one 
or more domains are categorised 
in the most disadvantaged socio-
economic areas of Australia. 

● Models show that Females, and 
children in the highest socio-
economic group are half as likely to 
have developmental vulnerabilities 
on one or more domains than 
Males and children from the lowest 
socio-economic group respectively, 
however these effects are stronger 
for non-CALD children suggesting 
demographics play less of a role 
in developmental vulnerability for 
CALD children. 

The underlying characteristics 
of children from CALD and 
non-CALD backgrounds
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A previous analysis of AEDC data from 
2009 to 2018 commissioned by SSI largely 
focussed on CALD and non-CALD children 
and differences in outcomes between those 
subgroups (Rajwani et al, 2021) but did not 
examine the underlying characteristics and 
demographic differences between CALD 
and non-CALD children. We select the three 
most recent AEDC waves to show how this 
relationship have changed through four 
key equity groups, socio-economic status, 
gender, location, and children with special 
needs.

Socio-economic status is presented 
through the ABS Socio-Economic Indexes 
for Areas (SEIFA), and specifically the Index 
of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage 
(IRSD). SEIFA is an index created by the 
ABS based on areas, and within the AEDC 
is provided at the Statistical Area 2 level 
(SA2). This area size approximately aligns 
with postcodes within Australia. Each area is 
given a derived score dependent on census 
variables including access to services, 
average income levels, education and similar 
measures collected through the Australian 
Census, this score is then categorised 
into five equal categories (or quintiles) 
from 1 (Most disadvantaged) to 5 (Least 
disadvantaged). The latest SEIFA release 
contained in the AEDC is from 2016. Likewise, 
the measure of remoteness is collected 
based on the child’s home address and 
linked to the Australian Statistical Geography 
Standard (ASGS), dividing locations into five 
categories of Major Cities of Australia, Inner 
Regional, Outer Regional, Remote, and Very 
remote. Again, these are largely driven by 
access to services, population, and other 
location-based information. The child’s 
location, gender, and Special Needs Status is 
based on standardised data collected at the 
time of enrolment. 

As shown in Table 16, from 2015 to 2021, 
children from CALD backgrounds have been 
over-represented in more disadvantaged 
SEIFA categories, this was most prominent 
in 2015 where 28.4 per cent of CALD children 
were in the most disadvantaged category. 
However, from 2018 to 2021 this has evened 
out with a more even distribution over all five 
SEIFA categories. Generally, children from 
non-CALD backgrounds are more prominent 
in the medium to least disadvantaged 
socio-economic groups. There is little 
difference between gender both over 
time and between CALD and non-CALD 
children, likewise for special needs status. 
However, for geographical remoteness, 
a vast majority (>90%) of children from 
CALD backgrounds reside in Major Cities, 
compared to around 65 per cent of non-
CALD children.
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We further explore how these 
demographics influence developmental 
vulnerability for children from CALD 
backgrounds. Table 17 shows the 
characteristics of CALD children with 
developmental vulnerabilities on one 
or more domains compared to no 
developmental vulnerabilities. Within 
socioeconomic status it is immediately 
apparent that children from the most 
disadvantaged areas are more likely to 
have developmental vulnerability on one 
or more domains, for example, in 2021 
29.7 per cent of CALD children with a 
developmental vulnerability on one or more 
domains were in the most disadvantaged 
group, as opposed to only 13.2 per cent 
who were in the least disadvantaged group. 
Developmental vulnerability on one or more 
domains is also more likely for males than 
females (63.2% vs 36.8% in 2021). As families 
from CALD backgrounds generally reside in 
major cities, there is little difference in this 
regard for developmental vulnerability. 

To further investigate the relationship 
between developmental vulnerability and 
these equity factors, we model the outcome 
of developmental vulnerability on one or 
more domains and include all four equity 
factors for children of CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds separately. This allows us to 
see the relative importance each equity 
group has in determining the increased odds 
of developing a developmental vulnerability. 
Shown in Table 18, each estimate reflects the 
Odds Ratio of a developmental vulnerability 
on one or more domains for that category 

compared against the reference. For 
example, CALD children in the fifth category 
(least disadvantaged) of SEIFA have 0.47 or 
half the odds of having a developmental 
vulnerability than those in the first category 
(most disadvantaged). By including all 
covariates in the same model, we adjust for 
these covariates, in other words we isolate 
the effects of the target variable, removing 
any confounding influence from the other 
variables. An example of this would be the 
interpretation of the gender effect, where 
Females have an odds ratio of 0.52, or 
are half as likely to have a developmental 
vulnerability than Males. As we have 
adjusted for SEIFA and Remoteness, it does 
not matter which category the child is within 
on these variables. 
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Table 18. Models of developmental vulnerability on one or more 
domain by equity factor stratified by CALD and non-CALD backgrounds

 
Non-CALD 

OR [95% CI]
CALD 

OR [95% CI]

SEIFA  

1 [Most disadvantaged] ref ref

2
0.68 

[0.666  0.685]
0.76 

[0.741  0.776]

3
0.54 

[0.531  0.547]
0.64 

[0.625  0.656]

4
0.45 

[0.443  0.456]
0.56 

[0.550  0.578]

5 [Least disadvantaged]
0.35 

[0.349  0.360]
0.47 

[0.458  0.483]

Gender

Male ref ref

Female
0.44 

[0.436  0.444]
0.52 

[0.508  0.525]

Remoteness

Major cities of Australia ref ref

Inner Regional Australia
1.01 

[0.994  1.018]
1.11 

[1.066  1.149]

Outer Regional Australia
1.07 

[1.058  1.092]
1.42 

[1.368  1.484]

Remote Australia
1.09 

[1.048  1.129]
2.54 

[2.370  2.729]

Very Remote Australia
1.19 

[1.124  1.256]
4.15 

[3.941  4.381]

Intercept
0.64 

[0.635  0.650]
0.68 

[0.664  0.687]

Number of observations 1072071 308620
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Key points 
● Large differences exist in English 

proficiency levels between 
children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds. For example, 3 in 4 
non-CALD children are likely to be 
in the good or very good English 
proficiency category, compared to 
just over half for CALD children. 

● Relatedly, roughly 1 in 10 children 
from CALD backgrounds have 
poor/very poor English proficiency 
compared to 1 in 20 for non-CALD 
children. 

● English proficiency plays a large 
role in the risk of developmental 
vulnerabilities for both CALD and 
non-CALD children. 

● Model based predictions show 
that by at least having an average 
level of English proficiency, 
the probability of having a 
developmental vulnerability drops 
by half. Conversely, poor/very 
poor English almost guarantees 
a developmental vulnerability on 
one or more domains regardless of 
cultural background.

Impact of English proficiency 
on developmental outcomes

Data presented in Part 1 of this report 
highlighted large gaps between CALD and 
non-CALD children in the Communication 
skills and general knowledge domain, likely 
largely driven by the domain’s focus on the 
English language. We further explore this 
through the impact of English proficiency on 
child development for CALD and non-CALD 
children. Table 19 shows the distribution 
of English proficiency within 2015 to 2021 
AEDC cohorts. Within the AEDC, the teacher 
categorises the child into one of three 
proficiency categories, poor/very poor, 
average, good/very good. A majority of 
children from both CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds have good/very good levels 
of English proficiency: however, for non-
CALD children it is approximately 3 in 4, for 
children of CALD backgrounds it is roughly 
half. The number of children with poor/ 
very poor English proficiency is double 
that for children from CALD backgrounds 
compared to non-CALD children (5.0% vs 
11.1% in 2021), where roughly 1 in 10 children 
from CALD backgrounds have poor/very 
poor English proficiency compared to 1 in 
20 for non-CALD children. The proportions 
have not changed significantly over time. 
The visualisation of this table is available in 
Figure 8.
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Table 19. English proficiency among children from CALD and Non-CALD backgrounds 2015–2021

 
2015 
CALD

2018 
CALD

2021 
CALD

 
No

n (%)
Yes

n (%)
No

n (%)
Yes

n (%)
No

n (%)
Yes

n (%)

English Proficiency

 Poor/very poor 11,563 (4.8) 7,609 (12.3) 9,901 (4.2) 8,010 (10.7) 11,192 (5.0) 8,736 (11.1)

 Average 50,950 (21.3) 20,352 (32.9) 44,726 (19.2) 23,060 (30.9) 46,515 (20.6) 25,212 (32.2)

 Good/very good 176,463 (73.8) 33,924 (54.8) 178,505 (76.5) 43,456 (58.2) 167,750 (74.4) 44,357 (56.6)

40%20%0 60% 80%

Poor/ 
very poor

Average

Good/ 
very good

Non-CALD children 

CALD children

Figure 8. English proficiency in 2021 among children 
from CALD and Non-CALD backgrounds
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We created a model of developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domains 
by children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds and English Proficiency 
adjusted for all equity groups. This allows 
us to ascertain the effect of all levels 
of English proficiency for children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds on 
developmental vulnerability on one or more 
domains. Table 20 estimates the relative 
increase or decrease in odds of having a 
developmental vulnerability depending on 
the interaction of CALD background and 
English proficiency with reference to non-
CALD children who have poor/very poor 
English proficiency. We can see that the 
odds of developmental vulnerability on one 
or more domains decrease significantly with 
higher English proficiency. This is irrespective 
of CALD background. However, odds for 
CALD children tend to indicate slightly 
worse outcomes. 

Table 20. Model of CALD background and English 
proficiency on developmental vulnerability on one 
or more domain, 2015-2021

  OR [95% CI]

CALD x English proficiency

no * Poor/very poor ref

no * Average 0.06 
[0.06 0.06]

no * Good/very good 0.01 
[0.01 0.01]

yes * Poor/very poor 1.11 
[1.02 1.20]

yes * Average 0.03 
[0.03 0.04]

yes * Good/very good 0.01 
[0.01 0.01]

SEIFA

1 [Most disadvantaged] ref

2 0.75 
[0.73 0.76]

3 0.62 
[0.61 0.64]

4 0.56 
[0.55 0.57]

 5 [Least disadvantaged] 0.48 
[0.47 0.49]

Gender

Male ref

Female 0.48 
[0.47 0.48]

Remoteness

Major Cities of Australia ref

Inner Regional Australia 0.99 
[0.97 1.01]

Outer Regional Australia 1.06 
[1.03 1.08]

Remote Australia 1.19 
[1.14 1.25]

Very Remote Australia 1.67 
[1.57 1.76]

Intercept 29.23 
[27.56 31.00]

Number of observations 863548
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Key points 
● Attendance to any ECEC was 

shown to be largely protective 
of developmental vulnerabilities, 
however access and attendance to 
ECEC programs depends heavily on 
demographics and socioeconomic 
status. 

● Children who did not attend were 
more likely to live in the most-
disadvantaged socio-economic 
areas. More Males attended than 
Females, however attendance did 
not differ by remoteness categories. 

● No significant demographic 
differences were found in attendance 
for CALD and non-CALD children, 
however risk of developmental 
vulnerabilities by not attending was 
disproportionately higher for CALD 
children than non-CALD children. 

As interaction effects can be difficult to 
interpret, Figure 9 visualises this relationship 
by showing the predicted probability of 
having developmental vulnerabilities on 
one or more domains by CALD background 
and English proficiency levels. Differences 
between CALD background are represented 
by the slopes of the lines, as they are 
consistently flat between children of CALD 
and non-CALD backgrounds, there is only 
a small increase in odds of developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domains 
for CALD children, particularly those with 
average levels of English proficiency. As the 
probability of developmental vulnerability 
on one more domains is near 1 for children 
with poor/very poor English, and near 0 
for children with good/very good English, 
we can conclude that English proficiency 
is a much larger driver of developmental 
vulnerability than CALD background. 

Figure 9. Predicted probability of developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domain by English 
proficiency and CALD background

Demographic differences  
for ECEC attendance 
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Part 1 established that a significant 
reduction in developmental risks could be 
gained through attendance at an ECEC 
program such as Preschool or Playgroups. 
However, access these services is often 
associated with socio-economic status, 
gender, and remoteness. To establish whether 
demographics play a role in accessing these 
services we investigate attendance to any 
ECEC by CALD background and the four 
equity groups. Results are shown in Table 21. 
Most strikingly, children who did not attend 
any form of ECEC were much more likely to 
be in the most disadvantaged SEIFA groups 
(Did not attend 29.6% CALD, 32.6% non-CALD 
vs Attended 20.9% CALD, 16.5% non-CALD). 

However, it was not necessarily the case that 
children from least disadvantaged areas 
were more likely to attend, rather attendance 
was evenly spread across all levels of 
socioeconomic categories. Only minor 
differences were found in rates of attendance 
between children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds. Males were more likely to 
attend than females, however the difference 
was relatively small (<1%). Very little difference 
was found in attendance at any ECEC by 
different remoteness categories of Australia, 
suggesting that the availability of ECEC is 
adequate. Children with Special Needs were 
slightly more likely to attend. 

Table 21. Any ECEC attendance by CALD background against equity factors

  Any ECEC

  Did not attend 
CALD

Attended 
CALD

  no yes no yes

SEIFA

1 – Most disadvantaged 4,716 (29.6) 3,116 (32.6) 33,750 (16.5) 13,442 (20.9)

2 3,498 (22.0) 2,178 (22.8) 38,631 (18.9) 12,118 (18.8)

3 3,049 (19.1) 1,662 (17.4) 42,497 (20.8) 12,669 (19.7)

4 2,683 (16.8) 1,528 (16.0) 45,491 (22.3) 13,661 (21.2)

5 – Least disadvantaged 1,981 (12.4) 1,073 (11.2) 43,845 (21.5) 12,492 (19.4)

Gender

Male 7,909 (49.4) 4,743 (49.2) 105,650 (51.6) 33,443 (51.6)

Female 8,086 (50.6) 4,901 (50.8) 99,072 (48.4) 31,391 (48.4)

Remoteness

Major Cities of Australia 10,047 (62.8) ≥8,680 (≥90.0) 133,591 (65.3) ≥58,351 (≥90.0)

Inner Regional Australia 3,545 (22.2) 565 (5.9) 45,348 (22.2) 3,483 (5.4)

Outer Regional Australia 1,767 (11.0) 313 (3.2) 20,152 (9.8) 1,907 (2.9)

Remote Australia 315 (2.0) 42 (0.4) 3,435 (1.7) 281 (0.4)

Very Remote Australia 321 (2.0) 19 (0.2) 2,196 (1.1) 141 (0.2)

Special Needs Status

No 15,461 (96.7) 9,430 (97.8) 193,052 (94.3) 61,845 (95.4)

Yes 534 (3.3) 214 (2.2) 11,670 (5.7) 2,989 (4.6)
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We model this relationship (Table 22) 
to estimate the probability of attendance 
based on equity factors and CALD 
background. The interpretation of the 
interaction effect of CALD background and 
ECEC shows that children who were from 
CALD backgrounds that attended ECEC 
had 0.57 times the odds of a developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domains than 
non-CALD children who did not attend. 
Children from CALD backgrounds who did 
attend were similarly 0.67 times less likely to 
have a developmental vulnerability on one 
ore more domains than non-CALD children 
who did not attend. However children from 
CALD backgrounds who did not attend 
had increased odds of 1.12 times of a 
developmental vulnerability than non-CALD 
children who did not attend. In summary, 
regardless of CALD backgrounds attending 
ECEC reduced odds of developmental 
vulnerability by half, however children from 
CALD backgrounds were in general more 
likely to have developmental vulnerabilities 
on one or more domains. 

 

Table 22. Model of CALD background and 
attendance to any ECEC on developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domain, 2015–2021

  OR [95% CI]

CALD background * Any ECEC

 No * Did not attend ref

 no * Attended 0.57 
[0.56  0.58]

 yes * Did not attend 1.12 
[1.09  1.16]

 yes * Attended 0.67 
[0.65  0.68]

SEIFA

 1 (Most disadvantaged) ref

 2 0.69 
[0.68  0.70]

 3 0.56 
[0.55  0.56]

 4 0.48 
[0.47  0.48]

 5 (Least disadvantaged) 0.39 
[0.39  0.40]

Gender

Male ref

Female 0.45 
[0.45  0.46]

Remoteness

Major Cities of Australia ref

Inner Regional Australia 1.03 
[1.02  1.05]

Outer Regional Australia 1.12 
[1.10  1.15]

Remote Australia 1.32 
[1.27  1.38]

Very Remote Australia 2.63 
[2.51  2.76]

Intercept 1.00 
[0.98  1.02]

Number of observations 837664
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For ease of interpretation, we illustrate 
this relationship through Figure 10. We 
can see that there are some increases in 
probability of developmental vulnerability 
for CALD children, however the probability is 
greatly reduced by attendance in any ECEC 
program. A similar reduction is seen for 
children from non-CALD backgrounds, ECEC 
attendance reduces the probability of having 
a developmental vulnerability by 10 per cent. 

Figure 10. Probability of developmental vulnerability 
on one or more domain by ECEC attendance
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Trends in the early 
development of children 
from CALD backgrounds 
in NSW, QLD, VIC

As with trends observed across Australia, 
the number and percentage of children 
from CALD backgrounds continues to 
increase over time in New South Wales 
(NSW), Queensland (QLD), and Victoria (VIC) 
(Table 23). When looking across jurisdictions, 
in 2021 NSW had the highest proportion of 
children from CALD backgrounds in their first 
year of school (32.9%), with VIC coming in 
close behind with (28.9%). QLD has the lowest 
of the three jurisdictions (16.0%). Table 24 
highlights the 10 most frequent languages 
spoken at home among children from a 
CALD background in 2021, with Mandarin, 
Arabic, and Punjabi being reported 
most often.

Table 23. CALD and non-CALD children over time 
across NSW, QLD, VIC

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Total
n (%)

NSW

2009 20,893 (24.0) 66,277 (76.0) 87,170 (100.0)

2012 23,834 (25.2) 70,738 (74.8) 94,572 (100.0)

2015 26,689 (27.8) 69,467 (72.2) 96,156 (100.0)

2018 30,634 (31.3) 67,386 (68.7) 98,020 (100.0)

2021 31,500 (32.9) 64,244 (67.1) 95,744 (100.0)

QLD

2009 5,141 (9.3) 50,307 (90.7) 55,448 (100.0)

2012 5,808 (9.4) 55,785 (90.6) 61,593 (100.0)

2015 7,299 (11.2) 57,901 (88.8) 65,200 (100.0)

2018 9,481 (14.7) 55,219 (85.3) 64,700 (100.0)

2021 10,377 (16.0) 54,606 (84.0) 64,983 (100.0)

VIC

2009 11,979 (19.6) 49,207 (80.4) 61,186 (100.0)

2012 14,281 (21.0) 53,650 (79.0) 67,931 (100.0)

2015 16,736 (23.3) 55,001 (76.7) 71,737 (100.0)

2018 20,653 (27.1) 55,592 (72.9) 76,245 (100.0)

2021 21,218 (28.9) 52,274 (71.1) 73,492 (100.0)

Part 3:  
Findings at a state level:  
NSW, QLD and VIC
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Figure 11. CALD and non-CALD children over time across NSW, QLD, VIC
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Table 24: Most prevalent languages among CALD children across NSW, QLD, VIC in 2021

NSW 
n (%)

QLD 
n (%)

VIC
n (%)

Arabic 4,726 (15.7) Mandarin 1,146 (11.7) Mandarin 2,473 (12.0)

Mandarin 3,505 (11.7) Punjabi 657 (6.7) Punjabi 1,981 (9.7)

Hindi 1,536 (5.1) Korean 420 (4.3) Arabic 1,789 (8.7)

Vietnamese 1,467 (4.9) Hindi 402 (4.1) Hindi 1,463 (7.1)

Cantonese 1,160 (3.9) Vietnamese 401 (4.1) Vietnamese 1,437 (7.0)

Urdu 1,033 (3.4) Spanish 396 (4.1) Urdu 624 (3.0)

Bengali 931 (3.1) Arabic 368 (3.8) Cantonese 571 (2.8)

Punjabi 887 (2.9) Japanese 352 (3.6) Tamil 461 (2.2)

Korean 855 (2.8) Samoan 316 (3.2) Sinhalese 455 (2.2) 

Spanish 825 (2.7) Malayalam 277 (2.8) Malayalam 450 (2.2)

We explored developmental vulnerability 
on one ore more and two or more domains, 
according to AEDC summary indicators 
for children from CALD and non-CALD 
backgrounds in each jurisdiction over time 
(Table 25). As with national results, the 
percentage of developmentally vulnerable 
children at school entry was higher among 
children from CALD backgrounds, however 
the overall number of developmentally 
vulnerable children has also decreased over 
time. For non-CALD children we see slight 
increases in NSW and VIC but by less than 
a percentage point. The trend over years 
in each region for both CALD and Non-
CALD children is not uniform. For example, 
in NSW, the percentage of CALD children  
developmentally vulnerable on one or more 
domains decreases from 27.9 per cent in 
2009 to 23.2 per cent in 2021, while in VIC, it 
decreases from 30.5 per cent to 24.1 per cent 
in the same period. The difference between 

children developmentally vulnerable on one 
or more domains, and two or more domains 
from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds is 
less pronounced in QLD, where only a single 
percentage point separates the two. 

It is important to consider these results 
together with the increasing number 
and percentage of children from CALD 
backgrounds. Thus, despite decreasing 
proportions over time, the number of 
children developmentally vulnerable on 
one or more or two or more domains from 
CALD backgrounds has increased, posing 
important implications for services providing 
early childhood support to families from 
CALD backgrounds.
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Table 25. Developmental vulnerability among CALD and non-CALD children over time across NSW, QLD, VIC

NSW QLD VIC

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Developmental vulnerability on one or more domains

2009 5,502 (27.9) 12,150 (19.3) 1,965 (40.6) 13,628 (28.5) 3,372 (30.5) 8,269 (17.9)

2012 5,920 (26.3) 11,802 (17.8) 1,817 (33.1) 13,400 (25.5) 3,731 (27.9) 8,676 (17.3)

2015 6,370 (24.9) 12,008 (18.4) 2,167 (30.9) 14,053 (25.5) 4,266 (26.8) 9,199 (17.8)

2018 6,931 (23.6) 11,652 (18.3) 2,553 (27.9) 13,401 (25.5) 4,850 (24.7) 9,382 (18.0)

2021 6,935 (23.2) 12,132 (20.1) 2,581 (25.9) 12,562 (24.5) 4,841 (24.1) 8,936 (18.2)

Developmental vulnerability on two or more domains

2009 2,561 (13.0) 5,965 (9.5) 1,133 (23.4) 7,174 (15.0) 1,710 (15.4) 4,026 (8.7)

2012 2,667 (11.8) 5,552 (8.3) 943 (17.2) 7,058 (13.4) 1,890 (14.1) 4,163 (8.3)

2015 3,009 (11.8) 5,724 (8.7) 1,123 (16.0) 7,590 (13.8) 2,184 (13.7) 4,523 (8.7)

2018 3,291 (11.2) 5,710 (8.9) 1,248 (13.6) 7,328 (13.9) 2,480 (12.6) 4,751 (9.1)

2021 3,398 (11.3) 6,112 (10.1) 1,250 (12.5) 6,838 (13.3) 2,550 (12.7) 4,535 (9.2)

We explored children’s developmental 
outcomes on each of the five AEDC 
domains, separately for children from 
CALD and non-CALD backgrounds across 
the three jurisdictions over time (Table 26). 
Results over jurisdictions are generally in 
line with national findings. Developmental 
vulnerability in Physical health and 
wellbeing increased for CALD and non-
CALD children from 2018 to 2021 in NSW 
and QLD, however in VIC the percentage 
decreased for CALD children and increased 
for non-CALD children. Social competence 
saw slight increases for non-CALD children 
in QLD and CALD children in VIC, and 
decreases elsewhere. Emotional maturity 
saw increases for both CALD and non-CALD 
children in NSW and QLD, however the 
percentage decreased for CALD children 

in VIC. Language and cognitive skills saw 
developmental vulnerability increase in all 
jurisdictions for both CALD and non-CALD 
children. In Communication skills and general 
knowledge the percentage decreased 
for both groups in NSW and VIC, however 
increased for both groups in QLD. 

The largest differences in developmental 
vulnerability on one or more domains for 
CALD and non-CALD children is consistent 
with national findings, driven largely by 
the difference in Communication skills and 
general knowledge domain. As discussed 
within the main findings, this domain is 
largely driven by items focussing on the 
child’s English proficiency, which is more 
likely to be poor/very poor for CALD 
children. 



SSI  |  Stronger Starts, Brighter Futures II  |  2024 • 75 

Figure 12: Developmental vulnerability (on one or more domains)  
among CALD and non-CALD children over time in NSW, QLD, VIC
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Table 26. Developmental vulnerability on each AEDC domain  
among CALD and non-CALD children over time in NSW, QLD, VIC

NSW QLD VIC

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

Physical Health and Wellbeing

2009 1,762 (8.9) 5,414 (8.6) 573 (11.8) 5236 (10.9) 1,024 (9.2) 3,379 (7.3)

2012 1,988 (8.8) 5,405 (8.1) 586 (10.6) 6,173 (11.7) 1,201 (8.9) 3,764 (7.4)

2015 2,226 (8.7) 5,546 (8.5) 765 (10.9) 6,940 (12.6) 1,404 (8.8) 3,931 (7.6)

2018 2,473 (8.4) 5,505 (8.6) 928 (10.1) 6,653 (12.6) 1,663 (8.4) 4,241 (8.1)

2021 2,640 (8.8) 5,873 (9.7) 930 (9.3) 6,218 (12.1) 1,647 (8.2) 3,957 (8.1)

Social Competence

2009 2,033 (10.3) 5,247 (8.3) 692 (14.3) 5,706 (11.9) 1,278 (11.5) 3,547 (7.6)

2012 2,341 (10.3) 5,237 (7.9) 673 (12.2) 6,044 (11.5) 1,435 (10.7) 3,716 (7.4)

2015 2,788 (10.9) 5,571 (8.5) 889 (12.6) 6,830 (12.4) 1,768 (11.1) 4,166 (8.0)

2018 3,043 (10.3) 5,525 (8.6) 990 (10.8) 6,398 (12.2) 1,990 (10.1) 4,341 (8.3)

2021 2,967 (9.9) 5,491 (9.1) 917 (9.2) 5,619 (10.9) 2,115 (10.5) 4,138 (8.4)

Emotional MaturityEmotional Maturity

2009 1,438 (7.3) 4,706 (7.5) 539 (11.2) 5,263 (11.0) 1,042 (9.5) 3,692 (8.0)

2012 1,338 (6.0) 4,149 (6.2) 485 (8.8) 4,883 (9.3) 1,082 (8.1) 3,484 (6.9)

2015 1,692 (6.6) 4,484 (6.9) 618 (8.8) 5,648 (10.3) 1,361 (8.6) 4,047 (7.8)

2018 1,765 (6.0) 4,541 (7.1) 761 (8.3) 5,687 (10.8) 1,520 (7.8) 4,271 (8.2)

2021 1,852 (6.2) 4,698 (7.8) 778 (7.8) 5,332 (10.4) 1,468 (7.3) 3,874 (7.9)

Language and Cognitive Skills

2009 1,470 (7.4) 3,385 (5.4) 1,096 (22.7) 7,088 (14.8) 1,083 (9.8) 2,429 (5.2)

2012 1,367 (6.0) 2,884 (4.3) 659 (12.0) 4,645 (8.8) 1,223 (9.1) 2,692 (5.3)

2015 1,470 (5.7) 2,890 (4.4) 695 (9.9) 4,305 (7.8) 1,446 (9.1) 2,846 (5.5)

2018 1,784 (6.0) 3,100 (4.8) 688 (7.5) 4,259 (8.1) 1,661 (8.4) 2,947 (5.6)

2021 1,878 (6.3) 3,698 (6.1) 786 (7.9) 4,341 (8.4) 1,790 (8.9) 3,203 (6.5)

Communication Skills and General Knowledge

2009 3,476 (17.6) 4,123 (6.5) 1,204 (24.8) 4,319 (9.0) 2,217 (20.0) 2,556 (5.5)

2012 3,651 (16.1) 3,939 (5.9) 1,217 (22.1) 5,022 (9.5) 2,402 (17.8) 2,708 (5.4)

2015 3,627 (14.2) 3,733 (5.7) 1,385 (19.7) 5,148 (9.3) 2,519 (15.8) 2,612 (5.0)

2018 3,928 (13.3) 3,520 (5.5) 1,572 (17.1) 4,676 (8.9) 2,817 (14.3) 2,495 (4.8)

2021 3,880 (12.9) 3,738 (6.2) 1,535 (15.4) 4,061 (7.9) 2,785 (13.8) 2,349 (4.8)
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Trends in ECEC attendance 
among children from 
CALD backgrounds in 
NSW, QLD, VIC

We explored trends in ECEC attendance as 
reported by teachers, separately for children 
from CALD and non-CALD backgrounds 
across jurisdictions. Appendices 1-3 present 
the percentage of children who attended 
preschool, day-care, playgroup, an early 
intervention program, and other non-
parental care5 separately for each NSW, 
QLD, and VIC, and results are summarised 
below. 

Consistent with national results, preschool 
remains to be the most commonly attended 
form of ECEC among all children. In 2021, 
preschool attendance among children from 
a CALD background had increased in all 
three jurisdictions to 74 per cent in NSW, 
71 per cent in QLD and 81 per cent in VIC. 
However, there remains gaps in preschool 
attendance between children from a 
CALD background, in favour of non-CALD 
children. The difference in prevalence ranges 
from 8-9 per cent in each jurisdiction. This 
echoes findings at the national level and 
highlights the need to address the barriers 
associated with preschool attendance 
among CALD families. Overall, preschool 
attendance is increasing both nationally 
and within jurisdictions regardless of cultural 
background CALD background. 

Previously, day-care attendance saw 
sharp increases in 2018 for QLD and NSW, 
and a slight decrease overall in VIC. In 2021 
the trends remain largely the same with the 
increase seen in QLD and NSW sustained in 
the latest AEDC. The large number of don’t 

5  See the methods section of this report for a description 
of each of these forms of ECEC.

know responses to this question remains 
problematic. 

As reflected in the national data, 
playgroup attendance remains low among 
children from a CALD background, ranging 
from 5 per cent in NSW and VIC to 13 per 
cent in QLD, a slight decrease since 2018. 
The general trend of playgroup attendance 
has been declining nationally, however 
as found in the primary results playgroup 
attendance maintains a strong protective 
relationship with developmental vulnerability, 
likely largely driven by quality system wide 
rollouts in other jurisdictions such as in 
Tasmania.

Children from CALD backgrounds are 
under-represented in early intervention 
programs across jurisdictions. All 
jurisdictions assessed follow the national 
trend where CALD children attend at half 
the rate of non-CALD children. Furthermore, 
this has remained relatively stable over the 
previous three data collections. As these 
programs are targeted towards children who 
require additional support, CALD children are 
missing out on these specialised supports. 

ECEC variables were combined into a 
summary variable indicating any form of 
ECEC attendance before school. Results 
reflect that of the national analysis where 
a majority of children within NSW, QLD, and 
VIC attended some form of ECEC before 
their first year of schooling. Figure 13 shows 
how attendance has been slowly trending 
upwards in NSW and QLD for both CALD and 
non-CALD children. However, in VIC we can 
see a stabilisation in attendance. It is also 
worth noting that VIC has always maintained 
the highest rates of ECEC attendance. 
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Figure 13: Any ECEC attendance among CALD and non-CALD children over time in NSW, QLD, VIC
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Table 27: Any ECEC attendance among CALD and non-CALD children over time in NSW, QLD, VIC

NSW QLD VIC

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

2009

Attended 16,008 (76.6) 58,055 (87.6) 3,307 (64.3) 37,923 (75.4) 9,884 (82.5) 45,415 (92.3)

Did not attend 4,885 (23.4) 8,222 (12.4) 1,834 (35.7) 12,384 (24.6) 2,095 (17.5) 3,792 (7.7)

Don’t know 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

2012

Attended 18,599 (78.0) 62,569 (88.5) 3,787 (65.2) 42,620 (76.4) 11,938 (83.6) 50,489 (94.1)

Did not attend 4,037 (16.9) 6,384 (9.0) 1,589 (27.4) 10,184 (18.3) 1,668 (11.7) 2,299 (4.3)

Don’t know 1,198 (5.0) 1,785 (2.5) 432 (7.4) 2,981 (5.3) 675 (4.7) 862 (1.6)

2015

Attended 20,467 (76.7) 61,818 (89.0) 4,900 (67.1) 46,383 (80.1) 14,111 (84.3) 51,569 (93.8)

Did not attend 4,833 (18.1) 6,142 (8.8) 1,773 (24.3) 8,758 (15.1) 1,974 (11.8) 2,590 (4.7)

Don’t know 1,389 (5.2) 1,507 (2.2) 626 (8.6) 2,760 (4.8) 651 (3.9) 842 (1.5)

2018

Attended 24,633 (80.4) 61,263 (90.9) 7,103 (74.9) 46,340 (83.9) 17,160 (83.1) 51,940 (93.4)

Did not attend 4,518 (14.7) 4,829 (7.2) 1,778 (18.8) 6,606 (12.0) 2,261 (10.9) 2,374 (4.3)

Don’t know 1,483 (4.8) 1,294 (1.9) 600 (6.3) 2,273 (4.1) 1,232 (6.0) 1,278 (2.3)

2021

Attended 24,954 (79.2) 57,700 (89.8) 8,040 (77.5) 46,734 (85.6) 17,626 (83.1) 48,031 (91.9)

Did not attend 4,618 (14.7) 4,903 (7.6) 1,751 (16.9) 6,002 (11.0) 2,276 (10.7) 2,826 (5.4)

Don’t know 1,928 (6.1) 1,641 (2.6) 586 (5.6) 1,870 (3.4) 1,316 (6.2) 1,417 (2.7)
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The relationship between ECEC 
attendance and early development 
outcomes among children from CALD 
backgrounds in NSW, QLD, VIC

We used the most recent data from 
the 2021 AEDC cohort to demonstrate the 
relationship between ECEC attendance 
and child development outcomes. Table 
28 presents the number and percentage 
of developmentally vulnerable children 
on AEDC summary indicators (vulnerable 
on one or more domains, and vulnerable 
on two or more domains) for those who 
did and did not attend any form of ECEC, 
separately for children from CALD and non-
CALD backgrounds. Appendices 1-3 present 
this information in greater detail, including 
developmental vulnerability on each of the 
five AEDC domains, as well as developmental 
vulnerability on AEDC summary indicators 
for children who did and did not attend each 
of the different forms of ECEC, separately 
for each NSW, QLD, and VIC. Overall, results 
reflect that of national analyses. In NSW, 
for children vulnerable in one or more 
domains, the attendance rates for CALD 
and non-CALD children are relatively close 
(21.1% and 18.9%, respectively). However, for 
children with vulnerabilities in two or more 
domains, the attendance rates slightly 
decrease, being 10.1% for CALD and 9.3% for 
non-CALD children. In QLD, the attendance 
rates among CALD children vulnerable in 
one or more domains are higher (23.2%) 
compared to NSW and VIC, with non-CALD 
children showing a similar pattern (22.7%). 

The difference becomes more pronounced 
in the two or more domains category, where 
CALD children have a higher attendance 
rate (10.8%) compared to non- CALD children 
(12.0%). VIC shows a distinct pattern, with 
the highest attendance rates among CALD 
children in one or more domains (22.3%) 
and a significant difference in the two or 
more domains category, where surprisingly, 
CALD children’s attendance (11.7%) is notably 
higher than non-CALD children (8.6%). This 
suggests that VIC might be more effective 
in engaging vulnerable CALD children 
compared to NSW and QLD. Figure 14 
visualises these figures and accurately 
depicts the relative benefit of ECEC 
attendance across the three jurisdictions. 
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Table 28: Developmental vulnerability by any ECEC 
attendance among CALD and non-CALD children in 
NSW, QLD, VIC

CALD
n (%)

Non-CALD
n (%)

NSW

Developmental vulnerability on one or more domains

Attended 4,977 (21.1) 10,225 (18.9)

Did not attend 1,436 (32.5) 1,489 (32.3)

Don’t know 522 (28.4) 418 (26.9)

Developmental vulnerability on two or more domains

Attended 2,389 (10.1) 5,059 (9.3)

Did not attend 766 (17.3) 843 (18.3)

Don’t know 243 (13.2) 210 (13.4)

QLD

Developmental vulnerability on one or more domains

Attended 1,794 (23.2) 9,969 (22.7)

Did not attend 592 (35.5) 2,005 (35.8)

Don’t know 195 (35.1) 588 (34.2)

Developmental vulnerability on two or more domains

Attended 837 (10.8) 5,299 (12.0)

Did not attend 321 (19.2) 1,221 (21.8)

Don’t know 92 (16.3) 318 (18.4)

VIC

Developmental vulnerability on one or more domains

Attended 3,737 (22.3) 7,811 (17.3)

Did not attend 728 (34.4) 741 (28.6)

Don’t know 376 (30.2) 384 (29.7)

Developmental vulnerability on two or more domains

Attended 1,967 (11.7) 3,908 (8.6)

Did not attend 383 (18.1) 409 (15.7)

Don’t know 200 (16.1) 218 (16.9)
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Figure 14: Developmental vulnerability (one or more domains) by any ECEC attendance 
among CALD and non-CALD children in NSW, QLD, VIC
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Table 29 shows regression estimates 
of attending different forms of ECEC on 
having developmental vulnerabilities on 
one or more domains by CALD and non-
CALD children across NSW, QLD and VIC. 
Children who did not attend any ECEC 
program showed increased odds of 
developmental vulnerability compared 
to those who attended. This pattern is 
consistent across all states and for both 
CALD and non-CALD children. For instance, 
in NSW, the ORs are 1.80 for CALD and 
2.04 for non-CALD children, suggesting 
a stronger association between non-
attendance and developmental vulnerability 
for non-CALD children. Not attending 
preschool was associated with a higher 
risk of developmental vulnerability across 
all groups. This effect is more pronounced 
than for general ECEC attendance, with 
ORs ranging from 1.99 to 2.60. Notably, the 
effect is strongest in VIC for both CALD (OR 
= 2.60) and non-CALD (OR = 2.47) children. 
The association between not attending 
day-care and developmental vulnerability 
is varied. In NSW and QLD, not attending 
day-care is associated with increased 
odds of developmental vulnerability on 
one or more domains (OR = 1.55 for CALD 
in NSW), while in VIC, the association is 
weaker, especially for non-CALD children 

(OR = 0.82). Non-attendance at playgroups 
is associated with increased odds of 
developmental vulnerability on one or more 
domains, especially in VIC (ORs = 1.90 for 
CALD and 2.10 for non-CALD). This suggests 
that playgroups may play a significant role 
in early development, particularly in VIC. 
Early intervention programs have OR less 
than 1 indicating worse results for attending. 
This is likely due to the targeted nature of 
these programs, where children who are 
enrolled are predisposed to be likely to 
have developmental vulnerabilities already. 
Not attending other forms of non-parental 
care is associated with slightly lower odds 
of developmental vulnerability on one or 
more domains (ORs range from 0.71 to 
0.85), indicating a relatively smaller impact 
of these forms of care on developmental 
outcomes compared to structured programs 
like preschool or day-care.
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Table 29: Relationship between ECEC attendance and developmental vulnerability in NSW, QLD, VIC

NSW QLD VIC

CALD
OR (95% CI)

Non-CALD
OR (95% CI)

CALD
OR (95% CI)

Non-CALD
OR (95% CI)

CALD
OR (95% CI)

Non-CALD
OR (95% CI)

Any ECEC attendance

Attended ref ref ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 1.80 2.04 1.83 1.91 1.82 1.91

(1.68  1.93) (1.91  2.18) (1.63  2.05) (1.80  2.02) (1.65  2.01) (1.75  2.09)

Preschool

Attended ref ref ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 1.99 2.11 2.15 2.31 2.60 2.47

(1.85  2.13) (1.98  2.25) (1.91  2.42) (2.17  2.45) (2.27  2.97) (2.21  2.76)

Day-care

Attended ref ref ref ref Ref ref

Did not attend 1.55 1.22 1.27 1.01 1.31 0.82

(1.45  1.66) (1.17  1.29) (1.14  1.42) (0.97  1.07) (1.17  1.46) (0.77  0.88)

Playgroup

Attended ref ref ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 1.87 1.66 1.43 1.97 1.90 2.10

(1.64  2.15) (1.52  1.80) (1.23  1.67) (1.84  2.10) (1.59  2.27) (1.90  2.31)

Early intervention

Attended ref ref ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 0.37 0.43 0.39 0.46 0.28 0.34

(0.33  0.43) (0.40  0.46) (0.31  0.49) (0.43  0.49) (0.24  0.33) (0.31  0.37)

Other non-parental care

Attended ref ref ref ref ref ref

Did not attend 0.83 0.85 0.75 0.84 0.71 0.71

(0.75  0.92) (0.80  0.91) (0.64  0.88) (0.79  0.89) (0.63  0.81) (0.65  0.76)
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Estimates of young children from 
CALD backgrounds with developmental 
vulnerabilities in NSW, QLD, VIC.

Using ABS 2021 census population 
estimates and proportions of CALD children 
who were developmentally vulnerable as 
reported by the 2021 AEDC, we estimated 
the number and percentage of CALD 
children aged 0-4 years who are likely to 
have developmental vulnerabilities in each 
jurisdiction. The number of children from 
CALD backgrounds aged 0-4 years likely 
to be developmentally vulnerable on one 
or more domains ranges from 34,953 in 
NSW, 23,641 in VIC, and 11,723 in QLD. Again, 
these estimates provide jurisdictions with 
an understanding of the number of children 
from CALD backgrounds requiring additional 
support for their early learning and 
development, before they reach school.

Table 30: Estimate of CALD children with developmental vulnerabilities in NSW, QLD, VIC

NSW QLD VIC

Number of children aged 0-4 years in 2021 ABS Census 479,866 307,191 382,727

Percentage of CALD children in 2021 AEDC 32.9 16.0 28.9

Estimate of CALD children aged 0-4 years 157,876 49,151 110,608

Extrapolated developmental vulnerability n (%) n (%) n (%)

Developmental vulnerability on one or more domains 34,953 (22.0) 12,239 (24.9) 25,219 (22.8)

Developmental vulnerability on two or more domains 17,159 (10.8) 5,947 (12.1) 13,273 (12.0)

Physical Health and Wellbeing 13,346 (8.4) 4,424 (9.0) 8,627 (7.8)

Social Competence 14,934 (9.4) 4,325 (8.8) 8,738 (7.9)

Emotional Maturity 9,374 (5.9) 3,686 (7.5) 8,185 (7.4)

Language and Cognitive Skills 9,533 (6.0) 3,735 (7.6) 6,747 (6.1)

Communication Skills and General Knowledge 19,542 (12.3) 7,274 (14.8) 4,977 (4.5)
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Conclusion

Stronger Starts Brighter Futures II examines 
trends in early child development of children 
from culturally and linguistically diverse 
(CALD) backgrounds in Australia and their 
participation in Early Childhood Education 
and Care (ECEC), drawing on a national 
census of children. Families, neighbourhoods, 
and communities are the cornerstone 
of safety and support for children’s 
development. Experiences in early childhood 
have lasting impacts throughout the life 
course and there is compelling evidence 
of the benefits of ECEC to reduce children’s 
developmental vulnerabilities, facilitate 
successful transition to school, and promote 
positive outcomes throughout the life course. 
Evidence shows that participation in quality 
ECEC in the two-years before starting school 
is especially beneficial for disadvantaged 
children.

The findings reported here align with 
research which highlights the multiple 
financial and non-financial barriers that 
CALD families face in accessing quality 
early childhood education and early 
intervention support in Australia. From the 
existing evidence base, common themes 
around ‘what works?’ to promote the 
early development of children from CALD 
backgrounds indicate that a mix of targeted 
and place-based interventions are needed 
to complement universal approaches to 
increase their participation in learning and 
development in the pre-school years. We 
know that strong early beginnings predict 
positive long-term trajectories of children. 
Conversely, children who start school behind 
generally stay behind. The gaps evident in 
this research of trends in AEDC data point to 
a set of recommendations for governments 
at all levels, early education providers and 
settlement providers to help to reduce 
developmental disparities between children 
from CALD backgrounds and other children 
in Australia, and secure Australia’s social, 
cultural and economic future. 

Link to Appendices

Appendix 1: Additional tables and figures NSW
Appendix 2: Additional tables and figures QLD
Appendix 3: Additional tables and figures VIC
https://www.ssi.org.au/ssi-insight/stronger-starts-brighter-futures/

https://www.ssi.org.au/ssi-insight/stronger-starts-brighter-futures/
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