FACSAR EVIDENCE TO ACTION NOTE
December 2016

The early learning and childcare
experiences of children in out-of-home
care
What does the Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study tell us?
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Early learning experiences are important for children’s development.
Most children in the Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study (POCLS) were
attending some form of childcare or early childhood education in the early
years of out-of-home-care (OOHC): around 90% of 3 year olds and 96%
of 4-5 year olds.
Children under 3 years old in foster care were less likely than those in
relative/kinship care to be attending any type of childcare and spent
fewer hours in childcare.
Almost all caregivers had read to children aged 9 months to 5 years on
one or more days in the past week.
The majority of children took part in activities such as playing with toys/
games, musical activities and playing outdoors with their carers on most
days of the week. Foster carers were slightly more likely to engage in
these sorts of activities with the children in their care than were relative/
kinship carers.
Practitioners can assist carers to choose high quality childcare by
supporting them to visit a centre before enrolling a child and to ask
questions to assess the quality of the care provided.

Introduction

The childcare and early learning experiences of young children are important
factors that influence their wellbeing outcomes. This Evidence to Action Note
outlines key findings related to the childcare and early learning experiences of
a group of children in OOHC in New South Wales aged 9 months to 5 years,
drawing on the first interview with their carers for POCLS. Links to current best
practice and resources are also included.
POCLS examines the developmental wellbeing of a group of children living in
OOHC in NSW. Wave 1 data was collected during their first years in care. The
group of children in the study does not represent all children in OOHC and so
care should be taken in making comparisons.
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The data discussed in this note is reported in detail in the POCLS Wave 1 Baseline Statistical
Report1 Chapter Six.

Why are childcare and early learning experiences important?
Research shows that access to early learning experiences is important for children’s development.
These experiences can be gained through quality formal childcare or preschool, and informal social
and learning activities.
High quality childcare has been associated with more highly developed cognitive and language
capacities, as well as more cooperative and less oppositional or aggressive behaviour.2,3,4 While
some studies link long hours of childcare to poorer outcomes, these findings are mostly observed
in a low-quality childcare context.2 When the quality is high, long hours of childcare have been
found to be associated with better outcomes.5 Formal centre-based childcare can be associated
with higher levels of language and cognitive development than informal, home based care.6 Overall,
childcare type, quality and quantity can be significant influences on children’s development.
Home learning environments also influence children’s cognitive and language development.7,8,9
Data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children showed that parents’ engagement in
activities such as reading to the child, story telling and doing musical activities were associated
with greater school readiness, as well as social and emotional wellbeing.10

What did the study find?
Patterns of childcare attendance
The POCLS Wave 1 baseline interviews with caregivers found that the majority of children aged
between 9 months and 5 years attended some form of childcare: 52% of 9-35 month old children;
more than 90% of 3 year olds; and 96% of 4-5 year olds. Comparing these findings to Australian
national data collected in 200811 shows that a higher proportion of POCLS children were attending
some form of childcare than Australian children in general.
Attendance was most often at a childcare centre, except for the 4-5 year olds when preschool
was the most frequent type (Figure 1). The most common amount of time spent across all types
of childcare was 2-3 days (per week) for 9-35 month olds and 3-4 days for 4-5 year olds.
Figure 1: Caregiver reports of types of childcare currently attended by children, by age
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Source: Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study, Wave 1 Baseline Statistical Report
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Children in foster care were less likely to attend any type of childcare and spent fewer hours in
childcare than children in relative/kinship care. The difference in hours may be partly due to the
age of children in different care arrangements, as there were a higher proportion of 9–35 month
old children in foster care (49%) than in relative/kinship care (41%). On other measures, foster carers
were slightly more likely to engage in activities in and outside of the home with children than
relative/kinship carers.

70%

of children in
relative/kinship care

compared
to

58%
of children in
foster care

attended some form of childcare
Childcare arrangements appeared to be very similar for Aboriginal children and other children
(excluding children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds). A higher percentage
of children from culturally diverse backgrounds (57%) did not attend childcare as compared
with all other children (34% of Aboriginal children and 37% of other children).
While it is positive that so many children in the Wave 1 cohort attended a type of childcare, it is
beyond the scope of POCLS to assess the quality of childcare attended. It is also not possible to
determine the total proportion of children in the study who participated in an early childhood
education (preschool) program.

Participation in social and learning activities
The most frequently cited activity between carers and children was playing with toys or games
indoors, with 88% of carers of children aged 9-35 months and 75% of carers of children aged
3-5 years indicating that this had occurred on six or seven days in the previous week (Figure 2).
Playing music, singing songs or dancing were also common activities, with 79% of 9-35 month
olds and 66% of children aged 3-5 years participating in these activities on six or seven days in
the past week.
Around 9 in 10 carers of children in both the 9-35 months and 3-5 years age groups had read
to the child from a book on one or more days in the past week (89% and 94% respectively).
Foster carers appeared to have slightly higher rates of very regularly participating (on 6-7 days in
the past week) in most activities with the child. The largest differences were in reading a book to
the child on 6-7 days in the past week (56% of foster carers and 43% of relative/kinship carers)
and playing with toys or games indoors with the child (89% of foster carers and 78% of relative/
kinship carers).
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Figure 2: Caregiver activities undertaken at home with the child on at least 6-7 days
in the previous week, by age
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Source: Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study, Wave 1 Baseline Statistical Report

Participation in activities outside the home
Of all children aged 9 months to 5 years old, 26% attended playgroup, with a higher percentage of
children aged 9-35 months attending regularly than older age groups (31% of 9-35 month olds;
17% of three year olds; and 18% of four-to-five year olds). One quarter (25%) of carers reported
children participating in other organised types of group activity, such as going to Church or Sunday
school and physical activities. About half (53%) of all children aged 9 months to 5 years had not
been involved in any activities outside of the home. Children in foster care were more likely to
participate in activities outside the home than those in relative/kinship care.

Next steps for the study
The POCLS Wave 1 baseline data provides important information for understanding children’s
experiences of early learning activities and childcare (type and frequency) and to examine how that
influences children and young people’s developmental outcomes. The POCLS Study Working
Group is currently undertaking in-depth analyses of Wave 1-3 data to better understand how the
frequency and type of early learning activities and childcare influence the long-term outcomes of
children and young people in OOHC. The researchers will also compare POCLS results with the
results of other studies such as the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children to see the similarities
or differences between the POCLS sample and general population.

Current best practice and resources
Research shows that high quality child care is associated with better child outcomes, while low
quality care can exacerbate pre-existing social emotional difficulties.12 Caseworkers can assist
carers to choose high quality childcare by considering the child to staff ratios (lower is better),
group size (smaller is better), worker qualifications (higher qualifications are associated with
higher quality service delivery) and the play opportunities offered to the child during the day.
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Before enrolling a child in a centre, carers should visit the centre to see how staff interact with the
children. Asking the following questions may help carers assess the quality of a centre:
●●

How will you let me know what happens during my child’s day?

●●

What is the daily routine and activities? Is there variety in the activities?

●●

Are there opportunities for children to play outside and learn about the environment?

●●

How are children’s interests included in the learning program?

●●

How do you deal with sickness and accidents?

●●

Has your service been assessed under the National Quality Standard? What rating did you
receive? (Starting Blocks, How do you know if the child care service you’ve found is high
quality?: Fact sheet).

Under the National Quality Framework, child care services in Australia are assessed and rated
against seven key areas as set out in the National Quality Standard. Caseworkers and carers can
review the ratings given to child care centres by accessing the Starting Blocks website.
Information about choosing high quality child care can be found in the fact sheet, How do you
know if the child care service you’ve found is high quality? on the Starting Blocks website.

About the Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study
POCLS is the first large scale prospective longitudinal study on OOHC in Australia. The study
examines the safety and developmental wellbeing of a group of children in NSW who entered
OOHC for the first time between May 2010 and October 2011 and received final care and
protection orders by April 2013. It is led and funded by the NSW Department of Family and
Community Services (FACS) with independent expert researchers providing advice on study
design, and undertaking the interviews and analyses. Wave 1 was conducted in the child/
young person’s first years in OOHC. A total of 1,285 children and young people aged 9
months to 17 years, and their caregivers, participated in the Wave 1 interviews between
May 2011 and August 2013.
As the children and young people in the study are first time entries to OOHC they are not
representative of all children in OOHC and so caution should be taken in generalising the
findings to the total OOHC population.
All publications will be uploaded to the study webpage www.community.nsw.gov.au/pathways
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