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Abstract

Early childhood workforce sustainability is an important issue, with implications for
children, families and national productivity, as well as for educators themselves. Yet,
in many national contexts, workforce challenges continue to undermine efforts to
support sustainability. In this article, we evaluate efforts to address early childhood
workforce challenges in the Australian context, where extensive early childhood
reforms are underway. We argue that attempts to address workforce challenges in
current policy initiatives are limited and may be insufficient for sustaining the early
childhood workforce in the long term. Given the critical role that the early childhood
workforce plays in Australia’s early childhood reform agenda, we then consider how
workforce sustainability could be rethought and other possibilities generated for
addressing entrenched workforce challenges. We conclude by arguing that greater
attention to the everyday politics of educators’ practice, along with the forces
shaping these milieux, may be a way of generating new possibilities for supporting
workforce sustainability.
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Background
Early childhood educatorsa [referred to hereafter as ‘educators’], and the workforce they

comprise, are critical to ‘universally accessible, high-quality ECE provision’ (International

Labour Organization 2014, 6) that best supports good outcomes for children, families

and economic productivity (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development

[OECD] 2006; Gable et al. 2007). Yet, across many national contexts, challenges in

attracting and retaining educators for many parts of the prior-to-school sector (all educa-

tion and care that occurs before formal schooling begins) make it difficult to sustain the

workforce over time. An extensive body of research concerned with workforce challenges

has consistently suggested that to be effective, policy efforts need to address multiple

challenges at setting, community and policy levels (as reviewed by the Institute of

Medicine and National Research Council [IofM and NRC] 2012). However, as we discuss

below, rather than taking a comprehensive approach, many policy initiatives tend to

address only some aspects of workforce sustainability.
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In Australia for example, efforts are being made to address workforce challenges as part

of the extensive early childhood reform agenda that is currently being implemented. An il-

lustration of the parts of the reform agenda specifically concerned with the workforce ap-

pears in Figure 1 (below). As this figure shows, the Early Years Workforce Strategy

(Standing Committee on School Education and Early Childhood [SCSEEC] 2012) is a key

part of the broader approach to early childhood sector reform. The workforce strategy

frames a range of initiatives, providing funding support for educators to gain or improve

their qualifications, and (to a lesser extent) support ongoing professional development

and recognition. Workforce sustainability is a central tenet of the workforce strategy - as

evident in its aim to: ‘deliver a sustainable, highly qualified and professional workforce’

(SCSEEC 2012, 3). The qualifications and professionalism foci of the workforce strategy

(and its initiatives) are likely to go some way to addressing the identified skills and staff

shortages in early childhood education roles in Australia (Bretherton 2010). However,

given what is known about effective approaches to workforce sustainability (also detailed

further below), we argue that the approaches offered by the Australian Workforce

Strategy and initiatives are limited and may prove insufficient to sustain the early child-

hood workforce in the long term.

Nevertheless, developing a capable and effective early childhood workforce is still crit-

ical to achieving the goals of the early childhood reform agenda (Council of Australian

Governments [COAG] 2009a). Accordingly, to open other possibilities for addressing

entrenched workforce challenges and supporting workforce sustainability, our purpose in

this article is twofold. Our first purpose is to speculate about the likely effectiveness of

Australia's early childhood workforce strategies; our second is to think differently about

concepts of sustainability and the politics of educators' practice and consider how these

might assist in generating other possibilities.

We begin our discussion with a brief review of international literature concerned

with commonly documented challenges relating to the early childhood workforce, in

order to highlight the scope and complexity of these challenges. Next come details

of some of the context and content of Australia's early childhood reforms, with a
Figure 1 Australia's early childhood reform agenda.
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focus on parts of the reforms relating to the early childhood education workforce.

We then profile Australia's early childhood workforce, including some of the key

workforce challenges faced in the Australian context. This is followed by a critical

reading of the Early Years Workforce Strategy (SCSEEC 2012), informed by research

literature concerned with connections between workforce qualifications, retention

and professionalism. In particular, we highlight what we see as some potential

limitations of the workforce strategy for the long-term sustainability of the early

childhood workforce.

In the final section of the article, we offer ways of thinking differently about sustainabil-

ity. In particular, we consider how a process-oriented conceptualisation of sustainability

(rather than one assuming sustainability can be ‘delivered’ (SCSEEC 2012, 3) might inform

efforts to address entrenched workforce challenges. We also draw upon Deleuze and

Guattari's (1987) ideas about flows of micro- and macro-politics to suggest the potential

of micro-politics of educators' practice as a means of thinking further about the macro-

politics of workforce sustainability. We conclude by offering suggestions for research

attending to ‘less tangible’ aspects of educators' practice, and the politics of their

negotiation, as a way of continuing to think differently about workforce sustainability and

perhaps to generate new possibilities for supporting it.

Early childhood workforce challenges

Among the most commonly documented challenges relating to the early childhood

workforce are: incommensurate pay (United Nations Children's Fund [UNICEF] 2008),

lack of professional status (IofM and NRC 2012), workplace stress (Whitebook and

Ryan 2011) and limited career development opportunities (Productivity Commission

2011). These factors appear to consistently work in combination to ‘…influence who

enters and stays in the workforce, as well as the quality and effectiveness of their services

for children and families’ (IofM and NRC 2012, 61). High levels of turnover (between

workplaces) and attrition (from the field altogether) have widespread implications

(Whitebook and Ryan 2011) for educators, families and the broader economy. For

example, an undersupply of educators (due to challenges such as attrition) can jeopardise

the availability and affordability of good quality early childhood education and care that is

crucial to many parents' workforce participation (UNICEF 2008; Bretherton 2010).

At the same time, staff turnover and attrition have perhaps the most far-reaching and

potentially long-lasting consequences for educators and children. In particular, turnover

and attrition can be detrimental to educators, families and children developing and main-

taining the relationships that best support children's learning and development experi-

ences (OECD 2006; Gable et al. 2007). Additionally, in settings with high staff turnover,

the quality of professional practice and professional culture can be undermined by recur-

rent change and/or the loss of pedagogical leadership (Whitebook and Ryan 2011;

IofM and NRC 2012). Turnover can also contribute to levels of stress (Groeneveld

et al. 2012) and depression among educators who remain in a setting with high rates

of turnover (de Schipper et al. 2008). Experiences such as these may potentially

undermine educators' capacity for high quality practice, as well as for their personal

well-being (Whitebook and Ryan 2011).

However, sustaining educators in the sector may not always be desirable - for ex-

ample, if their motivation for remaining in the field is only due to a lack of other work
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opportunities (IofM and NRC 2012) or they are not fully committed and engaged with

children and families (Bretherton 2010). Efforts to better support and sustain educators

and the workforce therefore need to be premised on attracting and retaining adequate

numbers of appropriately qualified and capable educators.

As this brief overview of workforce challenges suggests, there is much at stake in

the development of effective strategies for supporting workforce sustainability. Yet,

evidence from many national contexts suggests that challenges such as those docu-

mented above are entrenched problems (UNICEF 2008). In the Australian context,

the complexity of addressing these challenges to workforce sustainability is

magnified by factors such as: a legacy of a bifurcated education/care system; mul-

tiple government funding pathways; and diverse service ownership structures and

regulatory jurisdictions associated with Australia's federated political system

(Productivity Commission 2011). Despite this complex context, the Australian

Government and state and territory governments, under the auspice of the Council

of Australian Governments (COAGb), have begun integrating a highly fragmented

sector and have begun to address workforce challenges. The next part of the article

gives an outline of the reform agenda, then, profiles Australia's early childhood

workforce and some of the existing challenges to its sustainability.
Australia's early childhood education reform agenda

Since 2007, the implementation of an extensive early childhood reform agenda

(COAG 2009a) has been underway in Australia. These reforms were prompted (in part)

by Australia's relatively poor performance against 2006 OECD indicators of investment

in early childhood educationc, by compelling evidence of the importance of early child-

hood education in supporting positive outcomes for children and a highly fragmented

system of service provision and regulation (Logan, Sumsion and Press: The shaping of

quality in Australian early childhood education and care: what can we learn from the

critical juncture? forthcoming). Although these challenges had been reported for at

least a decade, the reform agenda was finally made possible by a renewed commitment

to social investment that accompanied the change from a conservative to a more pro-

gressive federal government in 2007 (Brennan 2011).

The early childhood reform agenda ‘…covers children from before birth to eight years

and aims to improve the health, safety, early learning and wellbeing of all children and

better support disadvantaged children to reduce inequalities’ (COAG 2009a, 4). In

order to fund this agenda, Australia's federal government and its state and territory

governments increased their investment in early childhood education by over 53% be-

tween 2007-08 and 2011-12 (Productivity Commission 2013). Figure 1 illustrates some

of the main aspects of the early childhood reform agenda that relate to the arguments

about workforce sustainability that are made in this article. Brief details of each aspect

are included after the diagram.

� The National Partnership on Early Childhood Education (COAG 2008) was

established: ‘…as a starting point for joint [government] action to improve the

supply and integration of early childhood services, including child care and

early learning and development’ (COAG 2008, 3). A key commitment of this



Cumming et al. International Journal of Child Care and Education Policy  (2015) 9:2 Page 5 of 15
National Partnership is to ‘ensure universal access to [15 hours of] quality

early childhood education in the year before school’ (COAG 2008, 1). This

policy is closely connected to workforce sustainability because of the need for

greater numbers of appropriately qualified educators to meet the increased

demand this policy has generated (see ‘Qualifications’ box in Figure 1 for

further details).

� The National Early Childhood Development Strategy (COAG 2009a, 4) was

established with a ‘shared vision… that by 2020 all children have the best start in

life to create a better future for themselves and for the nation’. This Strategy

integrated (and in some cases established) a complex range of early childhood

education, health and family services and targeted strategies to address Aboriginal

and Torres Strait Islander disadvantage (Australian Government Department of

Education 2014).

� The National Quality Framework (Australian Children's Services Education and

Care Quality Authority 2012), the National Quality Standard (COAG 2009b) and

quality rating system, and Australia's first national early childhood curriculum guide

The Early Years Learning Framework [EYLF] (DE 2009) also have implications for

workforce sustainability. The National Quality Standard focuses on the importance

of qualifications and higher staff to child ratios as ‘key influences on the quality of

care’, while the EYLF provides a guide to assist educators to provide ‘quality

teaching and learning’ (DE 2009, 5).

� The Early Years Workforce Strategy (SCSEEC 2012, 3) aims to: ‘deliver a

sustainable, highly qualified and professional workforce’ by focusing on a range of

measures for improving educators' qualifications (and to a lesser extent,

professional recognition). As indicated in Figure 1, a number of targeted workforce

initiatives are part of this workforce strategy.
Australia's early childhood workforce

Profile

In 2013, Australia's early childhood workforce was estimated at 153,155 (Australian

Government Department of Education [DE] 2014). It has been growing at around 4% per

year for the last 10 years, with especially strong growth in the parts of the workforce

employed by long day care (that operate for up to 11 h daily, year round, and may accept

children from 0 to 5 years) and preschool (that operate for 3 to 6 h daily, during school

terms only, and usually accept children aged 3 to 5 years) services. Well over half of the early

childhood workforce is employed in centre-based, approved care servicesd - with 49.4%

working in long day care services and 17.6% working in ‘preschool’ services (DE 2014). A

further 22% work in services for school-aged children (provided before or after school or

during vacation times); 9% in family day care (educators providing services in their own

home, for up to five children); and less than 2% (combined) in occasional care centres and

in-home care (usually one on one care of a child in the child's home) (Productivity

Commission 2014).

According to the 2013 National Early Childhood Education and Care Workforce

Census, over 80% of educators working in approved care services in Australia had an early

childhood-related qualification - an increase of over 10% in 3 years since the previous
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workforce census. Of those with early childhood-related qualifications: 6% had a (3 or 4

year) bachelor degree (from a university); 28% had a diploma qualification; and 36% a

certificate qualification (from a vocational education and training institution) (The

Social Research Centre 2014). In response to the higher staff ratios and qualification

requirements mandated by the new National Quality Standard (COAG 2009b),

demand for both vocationally and university-qualified educators has substantially in-

creased (Productivity Commission 2014, 487) and is expected to remain high.

Workforce challenges

Some of the challenges relating to Australia's early childhood workforce sustainability

are consistent with experiences in other national contexts, in particular: pay that is in-

commensurate with the skill and responsibility required of educators, educators per-

ceiving that there is a lack of public recognition of their professionalism and, that

work in other sectors offers the same pay but is perceived to be less stressful (Prod-

uctivity Commission 2011). Also similarly to other national contexts, rates of staff

turnover between workplaces are high in Australia - estimated at between 25%

and 37% per year (depending on jurisdiction and job classification) (Community

Services Ministers' Advisory Council 2006). Staff shortages are also widespread

and, along with turnover, are especially problematic among diploma and

university-qualified educators, in regional and remote areas and in the long day

care workforce. In addition, there are difficulties attracting and retaining educa-

tors (of all qualifications) for indigenous-focused services (Productivity Commis-

sion 2014). A shortage of service leaders also appears to create additional

pressure; with educators sometimes promoted beyond their skills, experience and

knowledge (Bretherton 2010). As some advocates have suggested, without ongoing

mentoring and skills development, these leaders may subsequently ‘burn out’ and

leave the sector (United Voice - The Childcare Union 2011).

With these challenges in mind, we now go on to speculate about the effective-

ness of Australia's workforce initiatives for sustaining the early childhood work-

force in the longer term. We undertake this task via a critical reading - that is,

by questioning and evaluating - the claims of the Early Years Workforce Strategy

(SCSEEC 2012) when read through existing research literature. We then consider

how other possibilities for addressing workforce challenges could be generated by

(better) mobilising discoursese of sustainability and ideas about micro- and

macro-political flows.
The early years workforce strategy: a critical reading

A highly qualified workforce?

The stated purpose of the Early Years Workforce Strategy is to: ‘build and support the

early childhood education and care profession both in the short term and into the fu-

ture’ (SCSEEC 2012, 2). However, the Strategy's focus on increasing numbers of more

highly qualified educators, and offering ongoing professional development, addresses

only some of the issues known to challenge workforce sustainability. In addition, some

problematic connections are made between workforce development strategies and staff

retention in the Early Years Workforce Strategy. In particular, the strategy is premised

on the idea that ‘training’ the workforce will lead to ‘retaining’ it (DE 2014). Although
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qualifications in early childhood education are generally thought to be beneficial (by con-

tributing to ‘higher quality learning outcomes’ for children (DE 2014, n.p.), qualifications

themselves are not necessarily predictive of retention (Torquati et al. 2007; Ryan and

Ackerman 2005). Indeed, retention problems can be exacerbated as university-qualified

educators can be attracted away from the prior-to-school sector to alternative career op-

tions (especially teaching in schools) where pay and conditions are better (Bretherton

2010; Productivity Commission 2014).

It also seems to be the case that some educators entering the early childhood

workforce after completing pre-service education can find working conditions in the

early childhood sector very different to what they anticipated or early childhood

practice far more complex than they expected (Sumsion 2003, 2004; Noble and

Macfarlane 2005). Disillusionments such as these, along with a lack of capacity to

negotiate them, seemed to contribute to turnover or attrition of educators in the

studies cited here. These critiques should not be read as arguments against the

benefits of higher qualifications for the quality of educators' practice. Rather, we are

arguing that an effective workforce sustainability strategy (in terms of retention)

needs to recognise and address the risks inherent in large numbers of educators

completing qualifications, then being offered little in return for the effort and ex-

pense of having gained these qualifications.

A professional workforce?

Another area of the Early Years Workforce Strategy we wish to explore through our

critical reading concerns discourses of professionalism and professionalisation. As gov-

ernments in many national contexts set ‘ambitious policy goals’ (Urban 2008, 135) for

developing early childhood education systems, there has also been increasing focus

upon professionalising the early childhood workforce.

Through an emphasis upon measurable, standardised aspects of early childhood prac-

tice such as credentialling (Osgood 2010) and qualifications (Urban 2008), policy initia-

tives can conflate professionalisation with professionalism, thereby shaping discourses

of professionalism in limited ways (as Osgood 2006 reports, for example).

The Early Years Workforce Strategy appears to reflect this agenda through its em-

phasis on the development of educators' professionalism via the acquisition of ‘special-

ist skills and knowledge’ and participation in ‘professional development and job-based

training opportunities’ (SCSEEC 2012, 8). Similarly, increased professional status for

educators is linked to the establishment of measurable ‘professional standards’ (8)

and the ‘improved and nationally consistent qualification requirements’ (SCSEEC 2012,

4) of the National Quality Framework. While these are all relevant and important ele-

ments of the professionalisation of the workforce, the emphasis upon these elements in

the workforce strategy, could also limit possibilities for conceptualising professionalism

in early childhood practice. This is problematic insofar as others have noted many

other complex ways in which professionalism is inflected in early childhood practice

(Urban 2010). For example, an emphasis upon the production and application of expert

knowledge (Urban 2008) can obscure the role of ‘hidden dimensions of [early childhood]

professional practice’ that are critical to educators making ‘sound judgement[s] in the use

of personal/professional, theoretical and practical knowledge’ (Goodfellow 2003, p. 48).

Similarly, knowledge-based discourses of professionalism may ignore the important
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relational aspects of early childhood practice (Dalli 2008) that are important to educators'

own conceptualisations of their professionalism (Ortlipp et al. 2011).

Linking improvements to professional status only with large-scale reforms can also

be problematic. For example, diverse (and sometimes divisive) conceptualisations of

and claims to professional status can enable or constrain educators' sense of profes-

sionalism. Brooker (2010), for example, reports on ways that parents' validation (or

invalidation) of educators' professional status (in two UK settings) had different effects

on educators' sense of professionalism. Similarly, Kim (2004) study with South Korean

educators suggested that claims to professionalism were contested between educators

themselves, depending on whether they held a university rather than a vocational

qualification.

The type of early childhood service in which an educator works can also inflect

the professionalism attributed to them. This is often the case in the Australian

context, where educators in preschools are sometimes viewed as more profes-

sional than those with the same qualifications working in long day care services.

This is partly due to persistent misconceptions that preschools are always more

focused on education than long day care services whose focus is upon ‘care’

(Cheeseman and Torr 2009). Differences in working conditions between service

types can exacerbate status differentials too, with educators working in preschools

generally having access to ‘higher salaries, shorter hours and more holidays’

(Productivity Commission 2014, 489) than their identically qualified colleagues

working in long day care services.

These examples suggest that professionalism in early childhood practice is far more

complex than conveyed by the limited discourses mobilised in the Early Years Workforce

Strategy. Moreover, that while a policy focus on large-scale elements of professionalisation

are important, so too is attention to the ways workplace cultures and relations with fam-

ilies and colleagues have the capacity to enable or constrain educators' professional status.

For these reasons, we argue that the focus in the Early Years Workforce Strategy upon

professionalisation via credentialling, qualifications and professional learning may not

be sufficient to improve perceptions or recognition of the complexity of educators'

professionalism.

An appropriately remunerated workforce?

A final issue we wish to explore in our critical reading of the workforce strategy concerns

wage equity. In 2011, a research report on the Australian early childhood workforce

(Productivity Commission, xxx) emphasised the importance of ‘pay and conditions, both

absolute and relative to other occupations’ as a key incentive for workers ‘to gain the

appropriate qualifications, to enter the workforce, to upgrade their qualifications

where necessary, and to remain in the workforce’. Despite these recommendations,

the subsequent workforce strategy stated that: ‘matters such as lower pay and condi-

tions compared to other sectors are recognised as affecting professional status but are

outside the scope of the strategy, as they are for employers and employees to negoti-

ate’ (SCSEEC 2012, 4). While issues relating to pay can dominate discussions of work-

force sustainability, wages that are commensurate with the skills and responsibility

of early childhood practice have been consistently identified as a major part of an

effective retention strategy (IofM and NRC 2012; International Labour Organization
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2014). By failing to recognise this interrelationship, and the need for government-

sponsored (if not funded) measures that support wage equity, the question of

‘who pays?’ for Australia's ‘sustainable, highly qualified and professional workforce’

(SCSEEC 2012, 3) continues to be displaced to families and ‘the market’ to determine

(Brennan 2011).

The likelihood of wage equity being successfully addressed through market mecha-

nisms seems remote however, as the costs and wage implications of better-paid educa-

tors are often seen as antithetical to the interests of employers and/or families

(Woodrow 2007; Lyons 2011). Recent Productivity Commission reports (2011, 2014),

for example, have recorded the reluctance of educators to ask for higher wages, and of

employers to offer them, because increased costs would be most likely passed on to

families in the form of higher fees, potentially leading to the removal of some children

from services. Whitebook and Ryan (2011) offer a different perspective on this issue, ar-

guing that wages and benefits ‘that support adult well-being’ are important features of

‘the adult work environmentf ’ that in turn, impacts educators' ‘ability to apply their

knowledge and skills’ effectively (6). Seen in this way, educators' rights to fair pay, and

children's and families' interests, need not be seen as mutually exclusive. It could also

be argued that if calls for improved public recognition of professional status are not

matched by improved remuneration, the undervaluation of educators' practice might

be perpetuated (Lyons 2011).

Reshaping the reform agenda?

The risks of the current limited approach to workforce sustainability, and some of the

problematic connections between qualifications, professionalism and wage equity that

we have discussed above, may be magnified by a changing political climate in Australia.

Since the election (in late 2013) of a more conservative federal government, funding

commitments concerned with the workforce initiatives (made by the government ori-

ginally responsible for the reform agenda) have been revoked. Changes have included:

the removal (in 2015) of fee subsidies for educators living in ‘areas of high need’g who

are undertaking university qualifications (DE 2014) and the introduction of a new pro-

fessional development fund available only to those working in long day care services

(Early Childhood Australia 2014). While on one hand the new professional develop-

ment fund is putting support into the service type reported to be experiencing the

greatest workforce challenges (Productivity Commission 2014), the removal of fee sub-

sidies is likely to reduce the numbers of university-qualified teachers graduating and in

the areas identified as in highest need.

In addition, a substantial change in the focus of early childhood policy has accompan-

ied the change of government. This change is evident, for example, in the contrasting

terms of reference of the 2011 Productivity Commissionh enquiry (whose research in-

formed the original early childhood workforce initiatives) and those of an enquiry that

is (as of late 2014) underway.

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) has agreed on common strategic

frameworks to guide government action on early childhood development, schooling

and vocational education and training (VET) across Australia. Building the capability

and effectiveness of the workforces in these sectors, particularly for Indigenous
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people, will be critical to achieving the outcomes agreed in these frameworks.

(Productivity Commission 2011, iv)

By contrast, the terms of reference for the Productivity Commission enquiry (2014, v)

begin with the statement that:

The Australian Government is committed to establishing a sustainable future for a

more flexible, affordable and accessible child care and early childhood learning

market that helps underpin the national economy and supports the community,

especially parent's choices to participate in work and learning and children's growth,

welfare, learning and development.

In this way, discourses of national productivity and early childhood learning as a

‘market’ are amplified, while any focus on supporting the early childhood workforce (so

that it might contribute to these foci) is absent. It seems that despite the extensive body

of literature outlining the need for cross-jurisdictional, multi-level workforce strategies,

Australia's current federal government is taking a fragmentary approach to workforce

sustainability, just as the early childhood sector itself is becoming more integrated via

national quality standards and curricular guidelines.

We are not alone in our concerns regarding the effectiveness of Australia's

current workforce initiatives for delivering on the policy intent to build a ‘sus-

tainable, high quality ECEC workforce’ (SCSEEC 2012, 3). For example, in rela-

tion to the emphasis upon gaining or upgrading qualifications in the Early Years

Workforce Strategy, Australia's Health and Community Services Workforce

Council points out that:

Initiatives to increase the supply of ECD [early childhood development] workers

have often resulted in high churn in industries with many people being trained but

only a small proportion of these staying in the industries. Training is one part of

workforce planning and development and a primary focus on training and

qualifications often discounts other critical factors… (quoted in Productivity

Commission 2011, 287).

Similar concerns are also raised by Cheeseman and Torr (2009, 71), who note of

the Workforce Initiatives (as illustrated in Figure 1) that: ‘While attention is given

to recruiting students into training places, there has at this time been no announce-

ment regarding strategies to address the long-term difficulties of retaining staff in

the prior to school sector’. Five years later, additional, targeted strategies for work-

force retention have not been introduced, demand for educators continues to rise

and dissatisfaction is reported to have increased among educators working in prior-

to-school settings, especially long day care, preschool and family day care settings

(The Social Research Centre 2014, 4). Given the limited focus of the workforce strat-

egy, the problematic premises underpinning its focus on qualifications, the exclusion

of measures to improve wage equity, the revocation of some funding support and

the long-term sustainability the strategy is aiming for may not be ‘delivered’

(SCSEEC 2012, 3).
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(Re)thinking the sustainability of the early childhood workforce

In the critical reading above, we outlined some of the reasons that we (and others) con-

tend there may be limits to the effectiveness of the workforce strategy for long-term

workforce sustainability. Yet, the premise with which we opened the article remains

salient - that sustaining early childhood educators, and the workforce they comprise, is

critical to achieving good outcomes for children through early childhood education.

With this in mind, we now turn to thinking about how discourses of sustainability

could be better mobilised to open up other possibilities for addressing entrenched

workforce challenges. We begin with a brief discussion of two conceptualisations

of sustainability then put these ideas to work in rethinking ideas of workforce

sustainability.

Discourses of sustainability

Sustainability is a powerful concept for thinking about equity, resources, obligations

and the connections of the present and future. Its origins lie in concerns about global

environmental degradation and the need to balance the needs of the present with those

of the future (World Commission on Environment and Development 1992). Despite its

powerful discursive potential for guiding transformation, the ubiquity of sustainability

in policy and public discussions can reduce this potential to a cliché. This effect (evi-

dent, we argue, in the ways workforce sustainability is used in Australia's Early Years

Workforce Strategy) may be to limit rather than amplify its transformative potential as

a concept. However, sustainability can also be conceptualised as a process that is:

dynamic rather than static, as a means rather than an end, as a challenge for

continuous cultural and social change rather than a once and for all measurable

outcome, and… challenging in terms of the development of global solidarity and

justice (Hägglund and Pramling Samuelson 2009, 52).

This conceptualisation disrupts the idea that sustainability is something that can be

(in the words of the workforce strategy) ‘delivered’ (SCSEEC 2012, 3). Rather, through

this conceptualisation, sustainability can be understood as an ongoing process that has

a politics of change and negotiation and interconnections with the local and global.

This understanding may then offer another way of thinking about workforce sustain-

ability - as a negotiated, ongoing process of transformation rather than an end state.

An expanded conceptualisation of sustainability also invites different questions - the

purpose of which is to open new possibilities, not simply to define what things are, or

to continue to work from ‘stability of the already given’ (May 2005, 121). Research

drawing on post-structural theory to rethink early childhood pedagogies has suggested

(for example) that ‘the large-scale is [not necessarily] more significant than what might

be happening locally at the micro level’ (Blaise 2013, 189). Indeed, as Olsson (2009) (a

researcher drawing on Deleuze and Guattari's concepts) argues that ‘….it is always the

micro-politicali that decides the making or breaking of the process’ (2009, 75). As we

now go on to discuss, looking beyond known workforce challenges, and large-scale

approaches (such as those mentioned earlier in the article), and applying a different

concept of sustainability could be a way of generating new thinking about workforce

sustainability.



Cumming et al. International Journal of Child Care and Education Policy  (2015) 9:2 Page 12 of 15
Rethinking workforce sustainability

One way of turning from a large- to a small-scale approach to workforce sustainability

is to focus on educators' practice. Research concerned with ways educators negotiate

the many elements of their practice has, for example, illuminated ways that educators

developed resilience, reflexive capacity and other strategies allowing them to negotiate

potentially repressive conditions (for an interpretative meta-analysis of some of this re-

search, see Cumming et al. 2013). For example, educators in an Australian study were re-

ported to have exercised a collective ‘ethic of resistance’ to dominant regulatory

discourses (Fenech et al. 2010, 96), through sustained critical reflection on practice. Simi-

larly, a study conducted in the UK reported on educators' invocation of a ‘professionalism

from within’ (Osgood 2010, 126) that allowed them to express ways of being a profes-

sional that did not rely upon the dominant discourses of professionalism otherwise avail-

able to them. Further exploration of educators' capacities for reworkings of the ‘little

territories of the everyday’ (Rose 1999, 280) (in ways such as those outlined above) might

help generate other possibilities for sustaining educators and the workforce they comprise.

This may be especially so in the Australian context, where the complexities of early child-

hood practice have already been recognised in policy documents (Cumming et al. 2014).

At the same time, as Press and Skattebol (2007) and Osgood (2009) caution, an in-

creased focus on the micro-politics of educators' practice should not preclude further

attention to the productive capacity of macro-political flows to effect change (through

policy initiatives in particular). For example, as a means of balancing the possibilities

offered by micro- and macro-political movements, Press and Skattebol promote the

possibilities of: ‘…political action that recognise[s] and generate[s] localised responses,

whilst at the same time engendering policy that enables more broadly based social just-

ice’ (180). In the Australian context, this could take the form of continued engagement

by the early childhood sector in the ‘contestation involved in policy development and

implementation’ (Press and Skattebol 2007, 182) via, for instance, lobbying ministers,

promoting the impacts of changes or contributing to the reshaping of the early child-

hood reform agenda.
Concluding thoughts

In this article, we have argued that addressing entrenched workforce challenges such as

sustainability is in the interests of children, families and the broader economy, as well

as educators themselves. However, as we have also endeavoured to show, the focus in

Australia's Early Years Workforce Strategy on qualifications and credentials-based dis-

courses of professionalism offer only a limited approach to supporting workforce sus-

tainability. This approach may be (we argue) inadequate to support and sustain the

early childhood workforce in the long term, nor effectively support the goals of the

broader reform agenda.

Looking beyond the known challenges to workforce sustainability has helped generate

new possibilities for thinking differently about supporting and sustaining Australia's early

childhood workforce. In particular, better mobilising discourses of sustainability, and fur-

ther exploration of the micro-politics of educators' practice, are two ways we have sug-

gested new possibilities could be generated for approaching seemingly entrenched

workforce challenges. We have also recognised the potential of macro-political forces (in
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particular, policy initiatives) for addressing challenges in a more systemic way. Along with

a focus on ways educators negotiate elements of early childhood practice then, exploring

the relations between micro- and macro-politics - how they work and what they produce

(to paraphrase Deleuze and Guattari 1987) - may be another way of generating additional

possibilities for addressing workforce sustainability.
Endnotes
aIn this article, early childhood educators (or ‘educators’) are practitioners (regardless

of level of qualification) who ‘…work directly with children in early childhood settings’

(Australian Government Department of Education Employment and Workplace

Relations 2009, 5).
bCOAG is comprised of Australia's federal government, along with its six states, and

two territory governments.
cEven in 2013, Australia's investment in early childhood education was still only

around 0.4%. This is 0.3% lower than the OECD average (Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development 2013) and 0.6% lower than the minimum recom-

mended by (UNICEF 2008).
d‘Approved care services (the dominant category of care) are those long day care, ap-

proved by government as meeting the eligibility standards and requirements to provide

care for the purposes of Child Care Benefit (CCB). Long day care, family day care and

outside school hours care are also required to satisfy the National Quality Framework.

Approved care attracts both the Child Care Rebate (CCR) and CCB for those that use it’

(Productivity Commission 2014, 77). Other non-mainstream services offered as part of the

early childhood sector include: mobile child care services, Multifunctional Aboriginal Chil-

dren's services (MACS), indigenous playgroups, outside school hours care, flexible services

and indigenous enrichment programmes and crèches (Productivity Commission 2014, 92).
eWe conceptualise discourses as codified, sometimes dominant ways of thinking and

speaking about things. Discourses can have productive as well as repressive potential.
fFeatures identified by Whitebook and Ryan included: the impacts of ‘variations in

staffing patterns and the background of other teachers’ or ‘the degree of support in the

workplace for ongoing teacher development through policies related to mentoring, pro-

fessional development opportunities and paid planning and meeting time’ (2011, 6).
g‘Areas of high need are defined as regional or remote areas, indigenous communities,

or areas of high socio-economic disadvantage based on postcode location’ (DE 2014).
h‘The Productivity Commission is the Australian Government's independent research

and advisory body on a range of economic, social and environmental issues affecting the

welfare of Australians. Its role…is to help governments make better policies in the long

term interest of the Australian community. [In particular] the Commission's focus is on

ways of achieving a more productive economy’ (Productivity Commission n.d.)
iDeleuze and Guattari's (1987) concepts of the micro- and macro-political are not socio-

logical categories such as structure and agency that can infer an essential hierarchy and set

of relations. Rather, they are types of movements - that regularise, organise and sometimes

limit possibilities (macro-political movements) and that disrupt and reshape stabilisations

(micro-political movements). These movements are understood to be mutually engaged in

relays of stabilisation, de- and re-stabilisation that create the conditions of reality.
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