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Introduction 

Social Justice In Early Childhood (SJIEC) appreciates the opportunity to contribute to Stage 2 of the 2021 

National Quality Framework Approved Learning Frameworks (ALF) Update and will be pleased to 

elaborate on any aspects of this submission as required.  

This submission was prepared by Social Justice In Early Childhood (SJIEC), with input from early childhood 

teachers, educators and allies in the field of education. The SJIEC Board1 acknowledges the SJIEC Policy 

Group for leading this work; Dr Red Ruby Scarlet, Stephen Gallen, Dr Rachel Chapman, Sarah Louise 
Gandolfo, Alistair Gibbs and Kate O’Hara-Aarons. 

Social	Justice	in	Early	Childhood 
SJIEC is a not for profit, politically active organisation working for social justice issues concerning to the 

lives of children. Run entirely by volunteers and with no paid employees, SJIEC and our allies are early 

childhood teachers and educators, consultants, academics, researchers, managers and members of the 

broader community who value the rights of children. All are passionate advocates for social justice 

education. The group was established in Sydney and the SJIEC Foundation is an incorporated association in 

New South Wales, though our partners and allies are located across Australia and throughout the world.  

Overview	of	submission 

The production of national curriculum framework documents for early childhood education and care 

(ECEC) and out of school hours care (OSHC) was a significant achievement for Australia. For over a decade, 

the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) (Department of Education and Training [DET], 2019a) and My 

Time, Our Place (MTOP) (DET, 2019b), have formed a common baseline for the work of educators in 

different service types, guiding them to working in ways that were intended to give children the best start 

in life and help them create a great future for themselves and for the nation. The significance of the 

development of the frameworks is reflected in the substance of the documents that were published. 

There was a purposeful focus on play-based pedagogy and the importance of the learning environment (a 

new concept for many). There was also focus on children’s developing sense of self, the importance of 

relationships and some considerations of children’s rights and autonomy. Many educators were 

introduced to the notion of cultural competence for the first time and were challenged by a new 

responsibility to incorporate the principles of ongoing learning and reflective practice into their practice. 

While we acknowledge the solid groundwork that these existing frameworks have established, it is also 

important to recognise their limitations as we now seek to make them better. With a baseline established 

in the original documents, the sector has had over ten years to reach a minimum standard. Now that we 

have reached it, it is time to set higher minimum expectations for educators and for children as we move 

into the next decade. Though the current frameworks include soft references to respect for diversity, 

inclusion and cultural understanding, their status within the documents and lack of focused detail and can 

leave practical applications open to interpretation, which then puts the reliance on educators' previous 

knowledge and professional understandings (Chapman, 2021). It can also communicate to educators that 

                                                             
1 Social Justice In Early Childhood Foundation Board: Dr Red Ruby Scarlet, Dr Kathryn Bown, Stephen Gallen, Kate 

O’Hara-Aarons, Dr Felicity McArdle, and Catherine Sansom 
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diversity, inclusion and cultural understanding only require cursory acknowledgement. Serious 

engagement with these subjects may be viewed as optional extras rather than imperatives. This needs to 

change. 

If we are to effectively address the current priorities and challenges of contemporary Australia, these 

frameworks need to set ambitious standards for teaching and learning. This is an important opportunity to 

improve children’s lives. Anti-Bias Approaches are the key to creating learning and curriculum that enable 

the best possible learning experience for all children. Anti-Bias Approaches work with and across all 

educational philosophies, so can easily overarch the framework and bring a beautiful vision for social 

justice and therefore excellence in learning in the revised frameworks. 

SJIEC privileges ‘Anti-Bias Approaches’. In essence, we propose that explicitly including and linking to Anti-

Bias approaches can achieve all of the opportunities identified for improving the ALFs. In summary our 

submission explains that:  

• Anti-Bias Approaches are central to embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives  

• Anti-Bias Approaches are necessary for the ALFs to be updated in a way that reflects the 

diversities and differences of children and their learning  

• Anti-Bias Approaches encompass and therefore strengthen all proposed updates to the ALFs 

• The Learning Outcomes reflect Anti-Bias language – Anti-Bias Approaches should be made explicit 

in the ALFs to illustrate their origin 

• Anti-Bias Approaches are central to critical reflection and can guide educators to feel more 

confident to practice critical reflection 

• Anti-Bias Approaches embrace expansive understandings of environmental and cultural 

sustainability 

• Anti-Bias Approaches shape leadership roles and responsibilities and are at the heart of 

educational professional identities 

• Anti-Bias Approaches focus on both individual children and communities of learning to enable 

inclusive, bias free, hearty meaningful learning. 
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The vision  

Opportunity  Position    

Expanding the EYLF and MTOP visions to recognise the role of ECEC and OSHC in 
advancing Reconciliation  

Strongly Agree 

Adding a principle about embedding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
knowledges and perspectives in both the EYLF and MTOP 

Very strongly 
Agree 

Making Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders cultures and ways of knowing more 
explicit in all of the learning outcomes to reflect family / community connections, 
connection to country, kinship systems, telling of stories (oral history), spirituality, 
and connecting with the extended family 

Very strongly 
Agree 

Reconsidering the words “success for life” in the vision and instead emphasise the 
vision as all children and young people become confident and creative individuals, 
successful lifelong learners, and active and informed members of the community 

Agree 

We are pleased to note recognition of the need to strengthen the frameworks by making more explicit the 

importance of educators and children learning about and embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

knowledges and perspectives. In frameworks where a child’s sense of belonging is central to who and how 

they will be and become, authentic understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders cultures is 

essential to advancing Reconciliation.  

We would welcome revisions that seek to reflect the goals for young Australians from the Alice Springs 

(Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020). Not only to 

replace the current ambiguity of the term “success for life”, but also taking the opportunity to embed the 

importance of Anti-Bias Approaches to achieving a “socially cohesive society that values, respects and 

appreciates different points of view and cultural, social, linguistic and religious diversity” (Department of 

Education, Skills and Employment, 2020, p. 5). Unfortunately, simply stating a commitment to social 

cohesion will not achieve the goal. Like the governments’ stated commitment in the current frameworks 

of “closing the gap in educational achievement between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians 

within a decade” (DET, 2019a, p. 5), here we are, 13 years later and there has been little progress to 

actually closing the gap. It is not enough to promote and advocate for the inclusion and embedding of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives if the Framework itself employs language, assumptions 

and discourses which erase or undermine these very perspectives and knowledges. 
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Pedagogy and Educator Professional Practice 

Opportunity  Position   

Adding detail on planning for learning that addresses the importance of and explains 
the continuous cycle of planning, observation, documentation, and reflection 

Agree 

It would be beneficial to include more effective description of the importance of planning and how it 

should inform practice and assessment of children’s learning without a narrow focus on the learning 

outcomes. 

A larger challenge exists with this section of the framework because many educators don’t see it as part of 

their work. It can be interpreted as background or theory, when they are looking for the practical 

elements to implement. Additionally, some educators many not see this as part of their specific roles, 

instead viewing engagement with this as the role of the educational leader. It could be argued that this 

section is more often read and engaged with by pre-service teachers as a part of their coursework, rather 

than by practicing educators.  In addition, pre-service teacher engagement may only occur if they are 

required to specifically reference it or unpack some of its elements in assessments. This highlights the 

need to make it clearer to educators how this section does relate to them and their practice, regardless of 

their role within a service.  

While it is certainly important to reference the different theoretical approaches an educator ‘may’ draw 

on in their work, it would be more helpful to provide specific links to make these theories more accessible 

and relatable to practice, particularly for educators without qualifications or without a degree level 

qualification. Many educators (even some with early childhood teacher qualifications) would be unable to 

articulate what a post structuralist theory is or what critical theory means. Providing further explanation of 

theories and referencing approaches such as Anti-Bias Approaches will help educators to find a way to 

engage with this content and recognise their responsibility to challenge traditional ways of teaching and 

learning. They will be better equipped to critically reflect on finding new ways of working fairly and justly, 

rather than just seeing this as an option. The Early Childhood Australia Code of Ethics (2016) states the 

following in relation to our profession: 

In connecting to our professional Code of Ethics we must support all members of the profession in their 

understanding with explicit and clear language and strategies within the frameworks to challenge the 

baseline way of teaching, planning and assessing learning.  

In addition, the planning cycle as it is currently characterised fails to take into account recent 

developments in the literature (e.g., post-human and related perspectives) which have challenged the 

“I will…base my work on research, theories, content knowledge, practice evidence 
and my understanding of the children and families with whom I work…engage in 
critical reflection, ongoing professional learning and support research that builds my 
knowledge and that of the profession.” 

(Early	Childhood	Australia,	2016)	
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universality and innocence of the notion of ‘reflective practice’ - suggesting that it is a culturally specific 

knowledge/practice which can serve to erase other ways of knowing and being, specifically First Nations’ 

perspectives and knowledges (Hill, 2017; Ingold, 2000; Yunkaporta, 2020). Explicit references to Anti-Bias 

Approaches in relation to the planning cycle would be one way of addressing and engaging with these 

issues.  
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Principles 

Opportunity  Position   

Expanding the principle of ongoing learning and reflective practice to further 
strengthen critical reflection as a principle and professional practice 

Very Strongly 
Agree 

Adding a principle that reflects contemporary research evidence concerning the role 
of collaborative leadership and teamwork 

Agree 

Expanding the principle of high expectations and equity to reflect modern 
understandings of diversity and inclusion 

Very Strongly 
Agree 

Adding a principle of sustainability to include environmental, social, and economic 
sustainability 

Very Strongly 
Agree 

Revising the principle of secure, respectful, and reciprocal relationships to include 
children and young people’s connections with educators and their peers to underpin 
learning and teaching practices 

Agree 

Strengthening the principle of partnerships to include working with diverse families, 
creating culturally safe spaces, and strengthening connections with child and family 
professionals and school communities 

Very Strongly 
Agree 

Strengthening critical reflection as a principle and professional practice is crucial to raising social justice, 

and specifically Anti-Bias Approaches, in the everyday practice of educators. While critical reflection is 

mentioned in the frameworks, many educators continue to conflate reflective practice and critical 

reflection, failing to recognise the distinction that critical reflection requires a focus on implications for 

equity and social justice. Confining this distinction to the Glossary has failed to convey the expectation 

that all educators have a responsibility to routinely engage in critical reflection, to seek out knowledge 

about the range of human diversity and to actively challenge prejudice and discrimination with children 

and colleagues. 

Scarlet and Gallen (2020) emphasise the importance of critical reflection. They highlight the ways that 

Anti-Bias Approaches are deeply intertwined and entangled with critical reflection, explaining that:  

To strengthen the principles and frameworks as a whole, we recommend explicitly highlighting the four 

Anti-Bias Goals, beyond the reuse of the language included within them. This will allow those engaging 

“Anti-bias approaches are based on critical thinking and reflecting. Critical reflection 
requires multiple perspectives – remember that these perspectives are not the same 
thing as ‘opinions’. Critical reflection requires a critique of some perspectives that 
promote bias and bringing in perspectives that can challenge bias. Critical reflection 
requires changing of perspectives. Critical reflection works effectively in a whole centre 
Anti-bias approach” (p. 6).	
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within the frameworks to seek out, connect with and advance knowledge through the exploration of the 

key approaches, theories and movements that underpin the document.  The Anti-Bias Goals are: 

We would also welcome the addition of a principle to MTOP (DET, 2019b) that reflects contemporary 

research evidence concerning the role of collaborative leadership and teamwork, with the proposed focus 

on leadership by children and young people. While the focus of the discussion paper targets OSHC and 

MTOP (DET, 2019b), this is equally important for younger children in an ECEC context. This aspect is 

closely aligned to the existing principle of high expectations and equity in the EYLF (DET, 2019a), where 

there may be an opportunity to expand or to link with the proposed new principle. 

We strongly support expansion of the principle of high expectations and equity and strengthening the 

principle of partnerships. As part of this expansion we suggest going beyond the notion of inclusion alone, 

to a focus on Anti-Bias Approaches. The attitudes children form about diversity and difference within their 

home environment, social worlds and while attending early childhood services will be carried forward into 

adulthood, influencing the cultures of their future workplaces, sporting and cultural organisations in either 

positive or negative ways. We were pleased to note specific references throughout the discussion paper 

to same-sex families, non binary gender identity and gender expression, cultural safety and actively 

countering racism. It is important that these (and more) explicit references to diversity, aspects of culture 

and responsibilities of educators find their way into the updated framework. Anti-Bias Approaches offer 

educators the ways in which to talk about and work with these diversities and differences. Many early 

childhood educators have expressed the need for more explicit references to and guidance about these 

topics. Additionally, the need for this is evident through research (e.g., Al-Natour, 2020; Chapman, 2021). 

Relying on gentle, broad, and less specific language leaves too much room for individuals to define their 

own meanings of diversity, culture or inclusion. Individual definitions may include misunderstandings or 

narrow views that do not encompass the current multi-faceted needs of children and young people in our 

society. While it is impossible to name every group or characteristic that captures the entirety of human 

diversity, naming those that we know are often marginalised, due to convenience, lack of knowledge or 

because of social/political discomfort, is an important step to addressing this problem.  

We are beginning to see these specific references making their way into key documents that underpin the 

work of the early childhood sector. An example of this is the recent changes to the Child Safe Standards 

“Goal  1: Each child and educator will demonstrate self- awareness, confidence, family 
pride, and positive social identities - themselves and others. 

Goa l  2:  Each child and educator will express comfort and joy with human diversity; 
accurate language for human differences - reflecting how individuals express 
themselves; and deep, caring human and non-human connections. 

Goa l  3: Each child and educator will increasingly recognise unfairness, have language to 
describe unfairness, and understand that unfairness hurts - themselves and 
others. 

Goa l  4: Each child and educator will demonstrate empowerment and the skills to act, 
with others or alone, against prejudice and/or discriminatory actions”  

(Scarlet,	2020,	p.	xxiii)	



9 

(Commission for Children and Young People [CCYP], 2021) within Victoria, to be implemented from 2022. 

Under standard 5, which focuses on equity and diversity, the minimum requirements now include: 

 

We strongly support changes to reflect a broader view of sustainability in the updated frameworks. The 

current narrower view of sustainability in the frameworks is limited to fostering appreciation for the 

natural world and developing understanding of environmental responsibility. As a result, those assessed 

through the National Quality Standard (Australian Children's Education and Care Quality Authority, 2018) 

may be seen as presenting very basic environmental sustainability practices to children. 

O’Hara-Aarons (2020) highlights the importance of the need to move beyond base-level education on 

environmental sustainability, extending to education on climate change issues. She explains that the EYLF 

(DET, 2019a) includes tenuous links in this area, but these need be made more explicit.  

While it is beneficial for children to engage with nature by watering herb gardens, saving fruit scraps for 

worm farms and sorting paper and plastic recyclables, this is ignores children’s capacity to understand the 

more complex issues, including those of climate justice2.  The United Nations (UN) (2019) explains that 

climate justice “looks at the climate crisis through a human rights lens and on the belief that by working 

together we can create a better future for present and future generations” (para 3). Anti-Bias Approaches 

harness human and environmental rights to enable a deeper more relatable context for critical planetary 

concerns and sustainability in its fuller iteration. 
                                                             
2 Climate Just ice  is a term used to link climate change to social justice and human rights issues. According to the United 
Nations, those contributing the least to global warming are most likely to feel the extremes of its effects. The impacts of 
climate change will not be felt equally or fairly, and inequity between generations, genders, nations and classes will 
continue to widen as a result of climate change if they are not addressed. The United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals are a call to action that everyone, especially educators should read; https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/  

“The distinction between educating about climate change issues and teaching 
environmental sustainability is an important one that many in early childhood are still 
unaware of… for guidance to move beyond simply teaching environmental sustainability, 
the Early Years Learning Framework gives a few clues that it is not just a simple addition 
to the program. In “Outcome 2: Children Are Connected With And Contribute To Their 
World”…we see that learning to show respect for the natural environment sits together 
with becoming socially responsible, becoming aware of fairness and responding to 
diversity with respect. This learning is interconnected. Unfortunately, the connection is 
far from explicit, with a plain reading showing them as siloed outcomes to be achieved 
independently of the others. This means educators who use the learning outcomes like a 
checklist may miss seeing the connections.” 

(O’Hara-Aarons,	2020,	p.144)	

“The organisation pays particular attention to the needs of children and young people with 
disability, children and young people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, 
those who are unable to live at home, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
children and young people.”  

(CCYP,	2021)	
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Practices and Learning Outcomes 

Opportunity  Position   

Clarifying the meaning of holistic approaches to learning and teaching, including the 
connection between the vision, principles, practices, and learning outcomes in both 
frameworks 

Strongly agree 

Changing the practice of cultural competence to cultural responsiveness, which 
includes a genuine commitment to embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
perspectives in all aspects of service provision 

Agree 

Aligning EYLF and MTOP practices to: Assessment and evaluation for learning, 
development, and well-being to reflect modern understandings of authentic and 
meaningful assessment approaches including children and young people’s role in 
assessing their own learning 

Agree 

Providing more guidance and examples of what the learning could look like and how 
educators could promote learning to better reflect difference and diversity to include: 

a) specialised age groupings of children and young people (infants, toddlers, pre-
schoolers, early years of school and middle school) 

b) children and young people’s different abilities 

c) social (learning with others) as well as individual learning 

d) diverse cultures and families 

Very Strongly 
Agree 

Expanding the guidance relating to Learning Outcome 1 to reflect contemporary 
perspectives of personal (e.g., gender) and social (e.g., customs and rituals) identity, 
and Aboriginal Torres Strait Islanders identities 

Very Strongly 
Agree 

Strengthening concepts of sustainability in Learning Outcome 2, based on the broader 
definition of sustainability promoted by UNESCO spanning environmental, social, and 
economic sustainability 

Very Strongly 
Agree 

Expanding the guidance relating to Learning Outcome 3 to reflect information about 
wellbeing, drawing on recent research and guidelines relating to children's health and 
wellbeing, social competence, embodied learning, fundamental movement skills, 
including mental health promotion, protective behaviours, and resilience 

Agree 

Strengthening the focus in Learning Outcome 4 on young people’s thinking, 
development of conceptual thinking (e.g., science and mathematics) and reinforcing 
the use of the language of learning 

Agree 

Strengthening the guidance relating to Learning Outcome 5 to include oral, aural and 
non-oral languages, communication through the arts, mathematical thinking and a 
focus on children and young people as creative, safe, and critical users of technology 
for learning, leisure and creative expression 

Strongly Agree 

Expressing complex ideas in professional language that is accessible to the wider 
workforce whilst retaining the value of the ALFs for all audiences 

Agree 
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Learning Outcome 3 

While we strongly support guidance around health, in particular mental health, and around protective 

behaviours, we have some concerns around this proposal. Discourses and practices around ‘well-being’, 

‘health’ and ‘mental health’ are not culturally, historically or politically neutral. What criteria will be 

employed to define wellbeing? How can we be sure that it will not be biased, culturally specific, or used to 

justify intervention and governance of children and families from diverse backgrounds who are deemed 

not to meet the criteria? Explicit reference to Anti-Bias language, goals and approaches (See: Scarlet, 

2020; Scarlet & Bryant 2017) would help address this serious concern. 

Learning Outcome 4 

We note the focus on ‘conceptual thinking’ and again suggest emphasising contemporary perspectives 

which highlight the particular historical and political nature, and the effects which actively undermine and 

marginalize other knowledges and perspectives of learning and knowing – particularly First Nations’.  We 

note that a focus on ‘conceptual thinking’ will therefore explicitly contradict and work against the 

discussion paper proposals 1(b) and 1(c), something which might be effectively addressed through explicit 

links to Anti-Bias approaches as well as explicit acknowledgement of other ways of knowing and the 

tensions and contradictions which  exist between them.  

Learning Outcome 1 

In addition to the opportunities identified in the discussion paper, Learning Outcome 1 would be benefit 

from the inclusion of specific guidance for educators promoting white children to have secure white 

identities to "increase the possibilities for them to join in ongoing struggles for social justice" (Derman-

Sparks, Ramsey, & Edwards, 2006, p.3). 
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