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Abstract 
 

This thesis is about influences on Australian politicians’ decision making in 

early childhood education and care (ECEC) policy. In Australia in the past 

decade, politicians across the political spectrum have instigated significant 

ECEC policy changes. In 2006, for example, the Liberal/National Coalition 

Federal Government implemented an ‘overhaul’ of the ECEC national quality 

assurance system. In 2007, the newly elected Labor Federal Government began 

its implementation of the national reform agenda for ECEC. Significantly, the 

Labor Government’s national reforms required the support and agreement from 

all state and territory jurisdictions. However, despite the far reaching impact of 

politicians’ decisions, little is known from empirical research about how 

politicians are influenced to make decisions about ECEC policy. This thesis 

explores how influence operates in the political context to better understand the 

complexity of ECEC policy decision making.  

  

Two instrumentalist case studies were designed to investigate the research 

question What influences politicians’ decision making in early childhood 

education and care policy in Australia? in two policy ‘sites’. The first case 

study examined a long-standing campaign from 2002 to 2009, organised by a 

large portion of the ECEC sector in the Australian state of New South Wales 

(NSW), to improve the state mandated ratio of staff to children for the birth to 

two year age group. The second case study investigated Federal Government 

changes to quality improvement and assurance systems during the terms of two 

Federal Governments, 2006 to 2009. Each case study involved an analysis of 

relevant policy texts and semi-structured interviews with policy ‘elites’. ‘Elites’ 

included politicians (n=9), public servants (n=3) and high profile ECEC 

advocates/activists (n=21). The Foucauldian concepts of power, knowledge, 

discourse, eventalisation and agonism were used to critically analyse the 

interview transcripts.  
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Four key influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy were 

identified. First, a discursive analysis found the normalising discourses of 

neoliberalism, maternalism and neuroscience have a ‘gravitational pull’ on 

Australian politicians’ conceptions of ECEC and their subsequent decisions for 

policy. Second, the study found that a series of singular but interrelated events 

termed ‘plays of forces’ generated opportune political moments that were 

catalysts for politicians to take particular policy action. Third, the use of tactics 

by politicians, public servants, advocates and activists influenced politicians’ 

policy decision making, often during opportune political moments. Finally, the 

study found that limited and/or narrow conceptualisations of the possibilities of 

ECEC influenced politicians’ understandings and decision making.  

 

This thesis offers ECEC researchers, advocates and activists an historical record 

of key policy moments primarily during the period 2002-2009, illuminating how 

advocacy/activism was enacted, how it was perceived by politicians, and 

whether or not it influenced politicians’ decision making. The thesis makes 

visible how a range of stakeholders have actively generated plays of forces 

which produced opportune political moments that influenced politicians to make 

particular policy decisions. The thesis makes a case for agonism as a practice of 

provocation and contestation to disrupt and dislodge normalising discourses 

influencing politicians’ decision making and to broaden conceptualisations of 

the possibilities of ECEC policy in Australia.  
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Glossary of key terms and concepts 
 

This glossary provides definitions of key terms and descriptions of key concepts 

that signpost the conceptual and theoretical trajectory of the thesis.  

 

Advocate/Activist 

An advocate is someone who speaks on behalf of others “from within existing 

political, social, and economic frames of reference” (Sumsion, 2006, p. 3). An 

activist, in contrast, resists and challenges those frames of reference and 

critiques the power base from which they originate (Sumsion, 2006). An 

individual may identify with either or both terms at different times. While the 

terms ‘advocate’ and ‘activist’ have nuanced philosophical underpinnings, this 

thesis takes the view that both advocates and activists work with the intention of 

improving aspects of current ECEC provisions, or generating new policy, via 

political means.  

 

Agonism 

Agonism is a theory of radical democracy developed by Belgian political 

theorist, Chantal Mouffe. Agonism rests on the premise that conflict and dissent 

are essential to vibrant democracies. Equally, agonism purports that consensus 

is indicative of forms of exclusion, and should instead be viewed as a temporary 

respite before being “disarticulated and transformed as a result of the agonistic 

struggle among the adversaries” (Mouffe, 2005, p. 33). 

 

Complexity  

Complexity is used in this thesis to reflect a Foucauldian conceptualisation of 

multiple knowledges and worldviews. 

 

Complex interplay 

In the policy decision making context, multiple knowledges coalesce and/or 

collide in a broad, complex set of relations between people and events 

(Foucault, 1969). The movement between knowledge, influence and affect is 

understood as a complex interplay.  
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Contemporary Australian society 

A phrase used to refer to current Australian social and policy contexts during 

the undertaking of this doctoral study, 2007-2016. 

 

Decision making 

Politics is “the sphere of the decision” where action is “based on calculation” 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005, p. 125). Therefore, in this thesis, ‘decision making’ is 

conceptualised as encompassing all the activities of politicians such as 

introducing, financing, changing, removing or continuing policy. It also 

includes decisions about discourse – the tactics and strategies employed to 

determine how to speak or write about the actions and policies of government 

(Foucault, 1994). 

 

Discourse 

Discourses permeate the entire social system; there is nothing outside of 

discourse (Deleuze, 1988; Foucault, 1994). Discourses utilize truths/knowledges 

to establish the parameters of what can be spoken or written, and conversely, 

what is not permitted to be spoken or written. Some discourses can hold more 

weight than others, and therefore are kept in circulation because they are more 

broadly sanctioned across a population (Mills, 2003, p. 54). Discourses not only 

delineate accepted ways of knowing and speaking about objects, but they are 

also techniques of power fundamental to the formation of subjects (Foucault, 

1994).  

 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 

In Australia, Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) refers to settings for 

children birth to five years of age including preschools, long day care, family 

day care and in-home care. 

 

ECEC sector 

The ECEC sector refers to the full range of individuals or organisation types 

working within or for the early education field. It encompasses settings for 

children, teacher educator institutions, training organisations, academics and 

researchers, unions, and advocacy and activist groups.  
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Elites 

Elites are “high profile personnel who have had access to specialised knowledge 

and power and provide valuable policy information” (Logan, Sumsion, & Press, 

2014, p. 712). Elites include policy decision makers as well as those who exert 

influence on policy processes. 

 

Eventalisation 

Eventalisation is both theory and method.  Eventalisation problematizes the way 

things are by assuming historical discontinuity and instability (Foucault, 1994). 

The method involves unearthing multiple contingent events to generate a more 

complex picture of why certain things may or may not have happened (Mills, 

2003).  

 

Feminist poststructuralism 

A feminist politics is concerned with recognising the subordination of women in 

society and working to change the power relations between women and men 

(Weedon, 1997). Feminist poststructuralism therefore examines existing power 

relations and identifies areas and strategies for change through the use of 

“poststructural theories of language, subjectivity, social processes and 

institutions” (Weedon, 1997, p. 40). Drawing predominantly on the theories of 

Foucault, feminist poststructuralism informed the design, data generation and 

data analysis of this doctoral study.   

 

Federalism 

Australia is constitutionally comprised of six states and two territories, governed 

by a multi-level parliamentary system (Haward, 2012). Traditionally, states and 

territories have been independently responsible for policy areas such as health 

and education which have resulted in different policies and provisions across 

jurisdictions. Federalism, therefore, has been associated with some 

inefficiencies (Haward, 2012). The Early Childhood National Reform Agenda 

of 2006-7 has been implemented with the purpose of addressing some of these 

inefficiencies. 
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Fragmentation  

This thesis makes the distinction between two types of fragmentation: systemic 

fragmentation and sectoral fragmentation. Systemic fragmentation is often used 

to describe the outcome of Australian Federalism on ECEC policy and provision 

which has historically resulted in different state and territory regulations, 

funding regimes and systems. These differences have been difficult to reconcile 

with the national system of quality assurance overseen by the Federal 

Government. Systemic fragmentation also refers to the political 

conceptualisation of ECEC which results in ECEC falling within the remit of 

more than one policy portfolio (such as health, education and community 

services). Sectoral fragmentation refers to the common perception that the 

ECEC sector has fragmented and contestable philosophical and pedagogical 

underpinnings that are purported to impede policy decision making. 

 

Influence 

Influence is conceptualised as an effect of subjectivity “an action upon an 

action, on possible or actual future or present actions” (Foucault, 1994, p. 340). 

How politicians are influenced is an effect of discourse that generates self-

knowledge and knowledge of the broader socio-political context as it relates to 

ECEC policy. Discourses influence the conduct of individuals, such as 

politicians or advocates/activists, in various ways and are therefore generative. 

 

Influential effect 

The idea that influence is generative extends to the notion that influences 

produce multiple effects. The influential effect refers to the relationship and 

movement between influences, decision making and policy outcome.  

 

Policies 

Policies are “representations which are encoded in complex ways (via struggles, 

compromises, authoritative public interpretations and reinterpretations) and 

decoded in complex ways (via actor’s [sic] interpretations and meanings in 

relation to their history, experiences, skills, resources and context)” (Ball, 2006, 

p. 44).  
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Politicians 

Politicians are elected representatives in the houses of parliament of each state 

and territory of Australia and within the Federal parliament (Summers, Robbins, 

& Fenna, 2014).  

 

Politics 

The term politics is used in various ways throughout this thesis. In general, it 

refers to relations of power between individuals, groups or organisations. In 

some instances, those relations of power are formal contexts of governance such 

as parliament. In more specific usage, politics can refer to the ideology or 

worldview that underpins an individual’s or group’s beliefs and decisions, such 

as progressive politics (Rosdil, 2013) or feminist politics (Weedon, 1997). 

 

Progressive politics 

This is a broad term used to describe political orientations that pursue issues of 

social justice and equity in areas such as citizenship, human rights, minorities, 

non-traditional subcultures, and the natural environment (Rosdil, 2013).  

 

Visionary policy 

The development of visionary policy involves reinventing the future (Dahlberg 

& Moss, 2005) by envisaging “a more just and equitable world” (Sumsion, 

2007, p. 319). 
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Introduction to the thesis 
 

Since the inception of institutionalised early childhood education and care (ECEC) 

in Australia in the late nineteenth century, early childhood sector advocates and 

activists have attempted to influence politicians’ policy decision making (Brennan, 

1998). The earliest forms of ECEC settings for children were a result of the efforts 

of pioneering philanthropists and educational reformers attempting to work with 

policy makers of the day to create a role for the state in the lives of children and 

families (Brennan, 1998; Wong, 2006). The growth of the ECEC sector in Australia 

over the past 120 years has resulted from increased government awareness of and 

involvement in the funding and provision of ECEC. However, despite more than a 

century of institutionalised ECEC in Australia, and the implementation of 

government policies to assist with sector growth and changes over that time, few 

studies have investigated influences on politicians’ decision making in the ECEC 

policy context. Consequently, little is known about influences on their decision 

making for ECEC policy. The study reported in this thesis was undertaken with the 

intent of contributing to endeavours to address that gap. 

 

The focus of the study has been informed by my connection to the ECEC sector 

spanning more than 20 years. During my career, from part-time untrained assistant 

to degree-qualified early childhood teacher, I have formed connections with 

universities and activist organisations working to influence and change ECEC 

policy. In particular, my involvement in the dynamic Social Justice In Early 

Childhood (SJIEC) group, an activist organisation that holds annual conferences, 

lobbies politicians, and writes position papers and submissions, fuelled a stronger 

commitment to my undergraduate studies leading to enrolment in the Honours 

program. After graduation, my involvement in the SJIEC group also gave me a 

deeper knowledge of the sector and invaluable insights into policy, activism and 

politics, which contributed to my day-to-day teaching. One memorable teaching 

occasion was a chance visit to the centre by the Chairperson of the National 

Childcare and Accreditation Council1 who was touring with the chief policy advisor 

of the then Federal Minister for Child Care. They conversed with me in the 

classroom and I was thrilled to have an opportunity to attempt to influence policy 

‘elites’ in my own classroom as a teacher-activist.  
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These accumulated experiences motivated me to enrol in a PhD one year into my 

early childhood teaching role. My doctoral topic was clear to me before I had even 

proposed it to my supervisors – I was interested in how politicians were influenced 

by activists, having begun to identify as one myself. I was also beginning to identify 

with feminist poststructuralism (Weedon, 1997) as a mode for thinking about myself 

as activist-teacher-researcher. Feminist poststructuralism helped me think about 

pertinent issues that were emerging in my activist-teacher-researcher roles such 

“where our experience comes from, why it is contradictory or incoherent and why 

and how it can change” (Weedon, 1997, p. 40). Furthermore, encounters with 

Foucault during my Honours program set the stage for an ongoing relationship with 

his writing. 

 

There were several attractions to a study of influences on politicians’ decision 

making. First, I had ready access to the substantive network of early childhood 

advocates and activists I had come to know through my involvement in the SJIEC 

group. I had also become known to some politicians which I hoped would be 

advantageous (rather than disadvantageous!) in my plans to involve politicians as 

participants in the research. Through a cursory search, I had also come to the 

conclusion that research on ECEC policy involving politicians as participants 

seemed to be rarely undertaken and, hence, I felt it was an area in which I could 

contribute new knowledge. With the support of my supervisors and ethics approval 

from the Charles Sturt University Human Research Committee, I embarked on the 

study. 

 

Overview of the research project, methodological approaches and analytic 

strategies 

The study reported in this thesis investigated the question What influences 

politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy in Australia? To investigate the 

research question, I established four aims to guide my thinking. I endeavoured to: 

1. listen and attempt to interpret the ways in which politicians speak of and 

understand ECEC and its role in contemporary Australian society;  
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2. explore, in depth, the processes behind the development, or non-development, 

of early childhood education policies and the discourses that surround these 

policies by exploring the perceptions, experiences and contextual constraints of 

politicians involved;  

3. explore the relationships and interactions politicians have with ECEC 

advocates/activists, and if/how these interactions influence policy; and examine 

advocate/activists’ views on effective and ineffective strategies to influence 

politicians; and 

4. identify possible strategies to reframe conceptions of ECEC that currently 

jeopardise communication between politicians and the ECEC sector. 

 

To address the research question and in order to achieve these specific aims that I 

established for myself as a doctoral researcher, the study was designed to seek 

multiple perspectives on influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC 

policy within a context of significant policy change. As such, two instrumental 

case studies (Stake, 2005, 2006) were designed to investigate two key policy sites: 

one at the New South Wales (NSW) state level and the other at the national level. 

The NSW ratio case study investigated a longstanding campaign in NSW to 

change the minimum regulated staff to child ratio for children under two years of 

age, from one staff member for every five children (1:5) to one staff member for 

every four children (1:4). The national case study investigated significant changes 

to national quality policy spanning two federal governments, 2006-2009.  

 

Data generation for both case studies included policy text analysis and semi-

structured interviews with policy ‘elites’. ‘Elites’ included politicians (n=9) and 

public servants (n=3), who were interviewed in relation to one or both case studies 

depending on their knowledge of the case study sites, and high profile ECEC 

advocates/activists, who were interviewed for either the NSW ratio case study 

(n=6) or the national quality case study (n=15). All interviews were conducted 

between March 2008 and July 2009. The data were analysed using strategies 
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outlined by Tobin (2008) for analysing interview transcripts, as well as the 

conceptual tools offered by a Foucauldian2 framed discourse analysis (Foucault, 

1994), eventalisation (Foucault, 1991), and agonism (Foucault, 1994; Mouffe, 

2005). For explanations of these terms, please refer to the Glossary of Key Terms 

and Concepts provided at the beginning of this thesis. 

 

Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is presented as a series of five journal articles and three traditional thesis 

chapters, framed by an exegesis. The five journal articles have been published or 

accepted for publication in reputable Australian and international peer-reviewed 

journals. Three of the journal articles were co-authored and two were sole authored. 

The contribution to authorship declarations are included on pages xiv-xviii and 

detail my leadership and contribution to the conceptualisation, analysis and writing 

of each article. Four of the articles are presented in the published format, thus each 

contains a reference list for the article. For consistency and readability, each section 

of the exegesis also contains a reference list and any relevant explanatory notes. The 

exegesis includes additional discussion, analysis and concluding thoughts that tie 

together the articles and traditional thesis chapters.  

 

Outline of the thesis  

 

Part I of this thesis includes this Introduction, followed by the section, Overview of 

Australia’s political and ECEC policy context. The political and policy overview 

provides an historical backdrop to Australia’s contemporary federal and New South 

Wales (NSW) state political and ECEC policy contexts, in which the two case 

studies were situated. The overview therefore provides a reference point for the 

NSW ratio case study and the national quality case study reported in this thesis.  

 

Part II comprises the first of the five articles and a postscript. Article 1 – Influences 

on politicians’ decision making for early childhood education and care policy: What 

do we know? What don’t we know? (Bown, Sumsion, & Press, 2009, Contemporary 
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Issues in Early Childhood, 10 (3)) – reviews relevant literature and identifies a range 

of conceptual tools potentially useful to an investigation of influences on politicians’ 

decision making. The literature review covers a wide range of literature in areas 

beyond ECEC to build a picture of current knowledge about influences on 

politicians’ decision making. As Article 1was published in 2009, it is followed by a 

postscript that updates the literature review and provides further explanation of the 

refinement and application of the theoretical framework that underpinned the study. 

 

Part III comprises the Methodology Chapter which describes the entire project 

including how the methodology was conceptualised, how the study was designed, 

and how the data was generated, managed and analysed. The Methodology Chapter 

also discusses issues pertaining to researching with ‘elite’ participants and the 

relevant ethical considerations that have informed how this study has been designed 

and conducted. Across the thesis there is some unavoidable repetition in 

explanations of the methodology, as each journal article outlines methodological 

details of the component of the study it reported on.  

 

Part IV consists of Article 2 and a postscript. Article 2 – Dark matter: The 

‘gravitational pull’ of maternalist discourses on politicians’ decision making for 

early childhood policy in Australia (Bown, Sumsion, & Press, 2011, Gender and 

Education, 23 (3)) – is derived from an early reading of the data. It reports on 

findings from an analysis of ministerial appointments to six federal policy portfolios, 

including ECEC, as well as analysis of interviews with the nine politicians and three 

public servants who participated in this study. Article 2 identifies and explores 

difficult to detect and disrupt discourses influencing politicians’ decision making. 

Following Article 2 is a postscript that provides an update on the political context in 

response to questions raised in the article. It also extends the analysis of the 

ministerial appointments to the current day and reflects on new insights that the 

updated analysis illuminates. 

 

Part V contains Articles 3, 4 and 5. Articles 3 and 4 report retrospectively on the 

two case studies: Article 3 – The New South Wales campaign for improved staff 
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ratios for babies in centre-based ECEC (2002-2009): Influences on politicians’ 

decisions (Bown, 2013, Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 38 (3)) and Article 

4 – Insider perspectives on influence and decision making in the Australian political 

sphere: A case study of national quality policy in ECEC 2006-09 (Bown, 2014, 

Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 39 (4)). Articles 3 and 4 are 

‘eventalisations’ (Foucault, 1988, 1991) – historical excavations of ECEC policy 

that illuminate the complex web of interrelated actors, events and texts at an 

international, national, state and local level that generate the present. The final 

article, Article 5 – Generating visionary policy for early childhood education and 

care: Politicians’ and early childhood sector advocate/activists’ perspectives (Bown 

& Sumsion, 2016) – draws on data from both case studies to explore the notion of 

visionary ECEC policy.  

 

Part VI comprises the Discussion and Conclusion to the thesis. The Discussion 

synthesises findings from Articles 2, 3, 4 and 5 to present four key findings of this 

research. It then acknowledges the limitations of the study and discusses the 

implications for politicians and the policy context; advocacy and activism; and 

future research directions. The Conclusion comprises a reflexive account of how I 

have changed as an activist-researcher and key points of my learning as a result of 

this study. 
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Notes 

1 The National Childcare Accreditation Council (NCAC) was the statutory body, established by the 

Federal Government, responsible for the assessment and accreditation of approved childcare services 

(1993-2012). In January 2012, the National Quality Framework replaced the Child Care Quality 

Assurance System and NCAC was replaced by the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality 

Authority (ACECQA). 

 
2 This thesis predominantly uses the term ‘Foucauldian’ however Articles 3 and 4 use ‘Foucaultian’. 

These unintended inconsistencies arose as a result of having published journal articles over an eight 

year period. 
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Overview of Australia’s political and ECEC policy context 
 

This overview sets the scene for the study reported in this thesis by providing an 

historical backdrop to Australia’s contemporary federal and New South Wales 

(NSW) state political and ECEC policy contexts. It begins with a discussion of the 

impact of federalism on Australian ECEC policy and a brief history of government 

involvement in ECEC policy in Australia. It then outlines the national reforms 

introduced in 2007, which occurred during the period in which this study was 

conducted, and the impact of those reforms in the NSW policy context. A discussion 

of current policy challenges follows. The overview concludes with an analysis of the 

location of the ECEC portfolio in Federal and NSW government departments since 

1990.  

 

Australian federalism 

Politically, contemporary Australia is comprised of six states and two territories, 

governed by a multi-level parliamentary system based on the Westminster system of 

parliament (Haward, 2012)1. This arrangement was established in 1901 when the six 

former British colonies, today the six states of Australia, agreed to form a union 

bound by the Australian Constitution (Commonwealth of Australia, 2014). The 

Constitution demarcated the jurisdictional responsibilities of various political and 

policy matters between the federal and state governments (Mahon & Brennan, 

2013).  

 

The Australian federal architecture has been described as “the key theoretical and 

structural principle influencing Australian politics” (Haward, 2012, p. 272) resulting 

in, at times, antagonistic relations between state, territory and federal governments 

(Dobozy, 2013). Federalism has also been criticised for causing duplication of 

government activities leading to cost and resource inefficiencies (Haward, 2012). 

Due in part to these problems, a series of incremental changes to the Australian 

Constitution over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries expanded the areas in which 

the federal government could legislate (Galligan & Wright, 2002), including areas 

such as social services policy and funding responsibilities (Mahon & Brennan, 
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2013). Even though federal government responsibilities have expanded, the states 

retain their existing responsibilities and therefore a shared power arrangement has 

been reached on many matters (Commonwealth of Australia, 2014; Press & Hayes, 

2000).  

 

A brief history of government involvement in ECEC in Australia 

The earliest indication of government involvement in children’s early years can be 

traced to the 1880s when laws were passed that regulated “compulsory attendance at 

school, the care of neglected and delinquent children, divorce, the age of consent 

and child labour” (Brennan, 1998b, p. 13). It was not until decades later however, 

that governments accepted policy and funding responsibility for the early years.  

 

In the late 1800s, institutionalised ECEC settings, then known as kindergartens (now 

known as long day care centres), were established in major capital cities by the 

voluntary efforts of kindergarten associations operating in each state. The first free 

kindergarten opened in Sydney, NSW in 1896 and subsequent kindergartens opened 

around the country. Kindergartens provided care and education for pre-school aged 

children. In 1910 the Sydney Day Nursery Association formed in order to address 

the need for younger children to attend formal ECEC settings while their mothers 

worked. However, day nurseries were only established in the states of NSW and 

Victoria (Brennan, 1998b; Hayden, 2000; Wong, 2006).  

 

Most of the funding of ECEC settings at this time was philanthropic. State 

government funding was sparingly and erratically provided in the form of small 

grants, mainly to kindergartens (Brennan, 1998b). According to Brennan (1998b), 

minimal government funding of day nurseries was partly a result of the “widespread 

suspicion that day nurseries threatened the bond between mother and child” (p. 31) 

due to their longer operating hours and inclusion of children under three years of age 

(Press & Hayes, 2000).  

 



  

12 
  

Given the minimal intervention of federal and state governments in ECEC in the 

early twentieth century, philanthropists and educational reformers continued to 

advocate for federal support for ECEC for working-class children (Brennan, 1998a, 

1998b). Due to increased pressure for the welfare of working-class children, in 1939 

the Federal Government funded the Australian Association for Pre-School Child 

Development to build demonstration ‘child study centres’ in state capital cities 

(Press & Wong, 2013). The split occurring between nurseries (long day care) and 

kindergartens (pre-schools) significantly steered the direction of ECEC in Australia, 

causing a funding, administrative and philosophical divide that has continued to the 

present day. 

 

The Second World War created a demand for women’s workforce participation. To 

assist women’s wartime efforts, the Government  spent £25,000 on an ‘experimental 

program’, a relatively small investment which merely encouraged existing child care 

centres to extend their services to the children of women war-time workers 

(Brennan, 1998b; Hayden, 2000). Brennan (1998b) noted that the initiative had “less 

than the wholehearted support of the government” and that the Federal Health 

Minister’s reservations about child care “were still such that he declined to issue any 

press release about the experimental program” (p. 46). The limited government 

intervention during the Second World War could be attributed to significant pressure 

from the labour movement, which was concerned with how the male workforce was 

undermined, and the Catholic Church, which was concerned with a potential 

diminution of the gendered division of labour in the home (Davis, 1988 as cited in 

Brennan, 1998b).  

 

During the 1960s and 1970s, pre-schools increased in numbers in the states and 

territories with the exception of NSW which lagged behind the rest of Australia 

(Brennan, 1998b). The Federal Government invested $2.5 million in capital funds to 

kindergarten teachers’ colleges to increase capacity or renew facilities. In 1970, 

Prime Minister Gorton announced his plans to establish child care centres which 

would “contribute to employee morale, reduce absenteeism amongst female 

employees and indirectly help productivity” (Fitzgerald & Crosher, 1971, p. 8 as 

cited in Brennan, 1998b, p. 63). Yet Gorton’s policy proposal was harshly criticised 



  

13 
  

by those who strongly subscribed to maturationist and attachment theories, arguing 

child care put children at risk (Brennan, 1998b). Even so, the impetus for Gorton’s 

policy seemed to be driven by concern for productivity and women’s employers, 

rather than for women’s rights in the workplace or for the quality of children’s early 

years.  

 

In October 1972, the Child Care Act, 1972 was passed which enabled the Coalition 

Federal Government to make grants to non-profit organisations (Adamson & 

Brennan, 2014). These funding provisions followed advice from the Australian Pre-

School Association that good quality early care based on developmentally 

appropriate principles was best provided in centre based services operated by non-

profit organisations (Brennan, 2007). In December 1972, the Whitlam-led Labor 

party was elected to government, beginning an era of increased democratic 

participation of citizens in the social policy process. ECEC became a major political 

concern (Brennan, 1998b; Gammage, 2006; Sumsion, 2006b). One of the most 

significant policy initiatives of the Whitlam government was the investment of $75 

million in ‘child care’ for the financial year 1974-1975 (Brennan, 1998b). Yet, by 

the 1970s, ECEC had already become a complex sector, with kindergartens/pre-

schools separate from nurseries/long day care and the emergence of family day care; 

some services falling under community service departments and others under the 

education departments; services run by non-profit community based organisations; 

and a small number of privately operated for-profit providers (Brennan, 1998b). 

Disagreement between lobby groups, disputes between politicians and territory 

claims to ECEC by bureaucrats, revealed the complexity of social policy goals for 

ECEC interest groups (Brennan, 1998b). Arguably, the strong disagreement amongst 

interest groups hindered the sector in taking full advantage of the opportunities 

available at this time (Sumsion, 2006b). Contention between various advocates and 

lobby groups remained through subsequent governments well into the 1990s and 

beyond (Brennan, 1998a). 

 

In 1976, a new Federal Government withdrew Commonwealth funding for pre-

schools as they were viewed as educational and therefore the responsibility of the 

states (Brennan, 1998b). This policy further exacerbated discrepancies in pre-school 
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provision across the states that continue to the present day. For instance, NSW 

currently has the largest population in Australia and the highest number of children 

attending government ‘approved’ child care settings than any other state. Yet NSW 

also spends the least amount per child than any other state and has the highest pre-

school fees (SCRGSP, 2015). It nevertheless has required the employment of 

teachers in long day care centres for longer than other jurisdictions. 

 

The Hawke Labor Government of the early 1980s instigated another significant shift 

in ECEC policy direction. Under Labor’s new funding system, operational 

assistance for centres was reduced by around 50 percent (Brennan, 1998b). In order 

to continue operations, services were advised to employ less qualified staff, an 

option made available by Labor by repealing section 11 of the Child Care Act that 

stipulated employment of teachers for commonwealth funded centres (Brennan, 

1998b). The new funding scheme indicated a shift in focus from issues of quality 

and industrial conditions of staff to expansion of the sector (Brennan, 1998b). The 

later extension of fee relief to users of for-profit child care centres in 1990 opened 

up the sector to economic and market forces, undermining the ideals of feminists 

and advocates for a publicly funded community based children’s services field 

(Brennan, 1998b). In the years prior to the Hawke Government policy shifts, the 

private for-profit ECEC sector had been lobbying heavily for changes to funding and 

fee relief in order to create a more open market for the private providers. Yet 

Brennan (1998a) surmises that the private commercial interests merely coincided 

with the Government’s “prevailing ideas about reducing public expenditure and the 

size of government and promoting small business” (p. 94) which led to the policy 

changes. In response to objection from the community based sector, parents and 

unions in the late 1980s/early 1990s about quality in for-profit centres, the Hawke 

Federal Government announced a new Accreditation System that would measure 

‘quality’ in services, and link quality achievement with fee subsidies for families 

(Sumsion, 2006a). While pointing to the influence of ECEC advocates in agitating 

for a quality assurance system, this intervention indicates that the Government may 

have had some reservations that the private for-profit sector could potentially take 

advantage of the ‘free market’.  
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In 1997 the Howard Federal Government withdrew operational subsidies altogether 

from centre-based and outside school hours care services (Brennan, 2007). This 

withdrawal left ECEC services totally reliant on the fee subsidies for families, 

referred to as the Child Care Benefit (CCB). The CCB, still current at the time of 

writing, is calculated as a percentage based on a families’ estimated annual income 

and the number of children attending child care (Department of Human Services, 

2016). As expected, the provision of CCB to parents using for-profit settings and the 

withdrawal of operational subsidies led to rapid expansion of the for-profit ECEC 

sector and significantly, to the corporatisation of a large proportion of the Australian 

ECEC sector with ABC Learning listing on the stock exchange in 2001(Adamson & 

Brennan, 2014; Sumsion, 2006a). This development dramatically changed the ECEC 

landscape, with the corporatisation of the ECEC sector a serious and growing 

concern for many commentators, researchers and educators for the next six years 

(Brennan, 2007; Press & Woodrow, 2005; Sumsion, 2006a). By 2006/07, the 

Australian electorate was becoming uneasy with the conservative Howard 

Government that had been in power for eleven years, and a shift in electoral 

sentiment became palpable.  

 

The 2007 national reform agenda and ECEC policy 

During the aftermath of the collapse of the USA subprime lending market, the Rudd 

Labor Government was elected in 2007 with promises of significant reform in a 

range of policy areas, including ECEC. The reforms in ECEC attempted to address 

historical policy problems with a national approach to regulation, standards and 

pedagogy, which had not previously been achieved. This attempt to further increase 

federal government involvement in ECEC was supported by the National Reform 

Agenda2 (NRA) – a package of reforms across a range of policy areas to reduce the 

duplication and resource inefficiencies of Australian federalism. The NRA was 

orchestrated via the Council of Australian Governments3 (COAG), which 

conveniently had full Labor Government membership after the 2007 election and 

during the early period of rapid reform. The chance alignment of Labor leadership 

across state and federal governments improved state-federal collegiality at this time. 

The collapse of ABC Learning, Australia’s largest corporate chain of ECEC centres 
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just months after the Rudd Government’s election, further strengthened the 

Government’s commitment to reforming ECEC.  

 

The National Reform Agenda was underpinned by the ‘human capital agenda’, 

which sought to improve human capital outcomes in a range of policy areas. ECEC 

was positioned as a cornerstone to the human capital agenda and as a means for 

improving “the productivity of our nation as a whole” (Productivity Agenda 

Working Group, 2008, p. 1).  After an initial discussion paper was released for 

consultation with the ECEC sector (Productivity Agenda Working Group, 2008), the 

National Quality Framework (NQF) for ECEC was devised. The NQF included 

unprecedented new national standards, the first national early childhood learning 

framework the Early Years Learning Framework and a new national assessment and 

rating system, all enacted under a new national law, the Children (Education and 

Care Services) National Law (Australian Government, 2013). The study reported in 

this thesis was conducted during this period of rapid policy change.  

 

The NSW ECEC policy context 

Since 1989 and up until the introduction of the 2013 National Law, early childhood 

settings in NSW were solely regulated by the state government. For early childhood 

settings to be entitled to an operating licence, compliance with the regulation was 

mandatory (Bown, 2005). Regulated early childhood settings in NSW include 

centre-based settings (e.g. long day care and preschools); family day care; in-home 

care; and mobile children’s services (Parliamentary Council NSW, 2004). The 

Regulation mandated a range of aspects to service provision such as staff 

qualifications, staff to child ratios, health and safety, and minimum pedagogical 

requirements. Many of the other state and territory governments also regulated 

similar aspects of early childhood settings, however, stipulations for certain 

requirements differed between the jurisdictions. For instance, NSW was the only 

state requiring settings with more than 29 children to employ a qualified early 

childhood teacher (Fenech, Giugni, & Bown, 2012). Staff to child ratios for various 

age groups also differed from state to state. 
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When the Children (Education and Care Services) National Law came into effect, 

each state and territory adopted the national regulations, with the exception of 

‘grandfathered’ clauses. These clauses were used by each jurisdiction to protect 

minimum standards that were already better than the minimum standard mandated in 

the national law. For instance, NSW grandfathered the staff to child ratio in centre-

based settings of 1:10 for children between three and five years of age, as the 

national law stipulated a 1:11 ratio for the same age group (Australian Government, 

2013). 

 

Current policy challenges in ECEC 

The difficulty in achieving the national reforms for ECEC policy has since been 

documented, reflecting the challenges that federalism still produces for achieving 

cohesive, consistent national policy. For instance, academics and bureaucrats 

involved in writing the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) emphasised the 

challenge policy makers faced in having the EYLF approved by at least 12 

jurisdictions, with many jurisdictions spanning education, health and community 

services policy portfolios (Hunkin, 2016; Mulhearn, 2016; Sumsion et al., 2009). A 

shared state-federal approach to ECEC provisions in Australia is an ongoing 

endeavour, with National Standards’ requirements such as qualifications and 

educator-to-child ratios to be phased-in across all jurisdictions between 2012 and 

2020 (ACECQA, no date). 

 

Regulatory fragmentation resulting from wide variations in requirements across six 

states and two territories has been substantially ameliorated by the new reforms. Yet 

like many nations, Australia’s conceptualisation of the purpose of ECEC and the 

justifications used to invest in ECEC at the federal level has been described as 

blurring “the boundaries between the economic and social benefits” (Campbell-Barr, 

2014, p. 5). Blurring the conceptualisation and justification of ECEC provision in 

this way has been criticised for creating policy tensions that are difficult to 

overcome (Campbell, 1999; Macfarlane & Lewis, 2012). Conversely, countries with 

cohesive ECEC systems draw predominantly from pedagogical discourses that 

assume universal provision of and access to ECEC for young children, regardless of 

parental employment (Moss, 2006). In Australia, a new funding scheme currently 
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being considered in the Federal Parliament moves the conceptualisation and 

justification of ECEC provision further from universal access models. The proposed 

funding model, the Family Assistance Legislation Amendment (Jobs for Families 

Child Care Package) Bill, is calculated on parental ‘activity’, where subsidies are 

means tested and allocated on hours of parental work or study commitments. The 

funding change reflects an overt framing of ECEC as a means for supporting 

workforce productivity. Government conceptualisation of the purpose of ECEC in 

contemporary Australia can also be detected in the positioning of the ECEC 

portfolio within government departments and the title allocated to describe the 

ECEC sector. The next section outlines the history of the federal and NSW ECEC 

portfolio locations and titles, 1990 to the present. 

 

Ministers, policy portfolios and the location of ECEC 

This section outlines how elected governments in Australia establish their ministries. 

Two tables are presented which depict, at the Federal and NSW levels, an historical 

record of Ministers assigned to the ECEC portfolio since 1990, the name of the 

Department in which ECEC was located, and the title description used at the time to 

refer to the ECEC portfolio.  

 

The contemporary Australian electorate has a large political centre with voters 

predominantly identifying with political parties over left-right ideologies (Wilson & 

Hermes, 2012). In the Federal parliament, the majority of votes swing between the 

left-of-centre Australian Labor Party and the right-of-centre Liberal/National Party 

Coalition (Fenna, 2014). Once elected, the Prime Minister establishes a ministry by 

assigning the elected members of their political party to policy portfolios. In NSW, 

voting similarly swings between the Labor Party and the Liberal Party. The elected 

leader of the NSW Government is known as the Premier, who is also responsible for 

establishing a ministry once elected. 

 

At the federal level, the naming and remit of many policy portfolios, such as 

Treasury and Defence, have remained relatively unchanged. The ECEC portfolio has 

had, however, frequent changes in portfolio location and title. These changes are 
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illustrated in Table 1 which illuminates the changes to ministry location and titles 

given to the ECEC portfolio from 1990-2016.  

Year 
 

Political party 
 

Minister Department location of 
ECEC portfolio 

Title/description of 
ECEC portfolio 

1990-94 Labor Party Brian Howe 
 

Department of 
Community Services and 
Health 

Child Care 

1994-96 Labor Party Carmen 
Lawrence 

Department of Human 
Services and Health 

Child Care 

1996-98 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Michael 
Wooldridge 

Department of Health 
and Family Services 

Child Care 

1998-01 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Jocelyn 
Newman 

Department of Family 
and Community Services 

Child Care 

2001-03 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Amanda 
Vanstone 

Department of Family 
and Community Services 

Child Care 

2003-06 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Kay Patterson Department of Family 
and Community Services 

Child Care 

2006-07 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Mal Brough Department of Families 
and Communities and 
Indigenous Affairs 

Child Care 

2007-09 Labor Party Julia Gillard Department of 
Employment, Education 
and Workplace Relations 

Early Childhood 
Education and Child 
Care 

2009-10 Labor Party Kate Ellis Department of 
Employment, Education 
and Workplace Relations 

Early Childhood 
Education and Child 
Care 

2010-13 Labor Party Peter Garrett Department of 
Employment, Education 
and Workplace Relations 

Early Childhood 
Education and Child 
Care 

2013-14 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Kevin Andrews Department of Social 
Services 

Early Childhood and 
Child Care 

2014-15 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Scott Morrison Department of Social 
Services 

Early Childhood and 
Child Care 

2015-15 Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Christian Porter Department of Social 
Services 

Early Childhood and 
Child Care 

Incumbent Liberal/ 
National 
Coalition 

Simon 
Birmingham 

Department of Education 
and Training 

Early Childhood and 
Child Care 

Table 1. Location and title of ECEC portfolio in federal government ministries 1990-2016 

 

Table 1 highlights the long history of ECEC being associated with health and 

community services, and in more recent years, the education portfolio. The title of 

the ECEC portfolio has consistently included ‘child care’ with attempts to conjoin it 

with ‘education’ during the term of the Labor Government, 2007-2013. Since the 
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election of the Liberal/National Coalition in 2013, the ECEC portfolio no longer 

includes ‘education’ in its title. 

 

A similar pattern can be observed in changes to the ECEC portfolio in NSW. Table 

2 highlights that the housing of the ECEC portfolio has regularly changed since 

1990. Until recently, ECEC in NSW has been historically referred to by politicians 

as a community service. It was not until 2011 that ECEC became known as Early 

Childhood Education and Care. Notably, in 2015 the first Minister for Early 

Childhood Education was appointed, signifying a shift in how the NSW Government 

conceptualised ECEC, from a service sector to part of the education sector. 

Year 
 

Political party 
 

Minister Department location of 
ECEC portfolio 

Title/description of 
ECEC portfolio 

1990-91 The Nationals Robert Webster Minister for Family and 
Community Services 

Child and Family 
Services 

1991-92 Liberal John Hannaford Department of Health 
and Community Services 

Child and Family 
Services 

1992-95 Liberal Jim Longley Department of 
Community Services 

Child and Family 
Services 

1995-97 Labor Ron Dyer Department of 
Community Services 

Child and Family 
Services 

1997-03 Labor Faye Lo Po’ Department of 
Community Services, 
Aging and Disability 
Services 

Child and Family 
Services 

2002-05 Labor Carmel Tebbutt Department of 
Community Services 

Children’s services 

2005-07 Labor Reba Meagher  Department of 
Community Services 

Children’s services 

2007-08 Labor Kevin Greene Department of 
Community Services 

Children’s services 

2008-11 Labor Linda Burney Department of 
Community Services 

Children’s services 

2011-15 The Nationals  Adrian Piccoli Department of Education 
and Communities 

Early childhood 
education and care 

Incumbent The Nationals Leslie Williams 
(first Minister 
for Early 
Childhood 
Education) 

Department of Education Early childhood 
education 

Table 2. Location and title of ECEC portfolio in NSW government ministries 1990-2016 

 

The complexity of the ECEC sector in Australia 

Given the variety of service types and operational structures in ECEC, a wide range 

of interest groups compete for their voices to be heard and perspectives to be 

acknowledged in ECEC policy. These groups include: families; employers and 
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employees; unions; community based, for-profit and corporate groups; ECEC 

training and consulting agencies; state and federal government agencies; regulatory 

bodies; universities and researchers; feminist organisations; child health 

organisations; and peak ECEC organisations. In addition to the multiplicity of 

interest groups, funding of and investment in ECEC varies between three levels of 

government (local, state/territory, federal), resulting in considerable debate over 

jurisdiction in the provision and financial support of ECEC (McDonald, 2002). The 

levels of government, and the diversity of service types, service providers and 

interest groups in the ECEC sector, makes for a complex environment in which to 

negotiate and collaborate to achieve high quality ECEC settings in Australia. In this 

complex environment, policy interpretation is not only contentious, but the policy 

goals themselves may not necessarily be shared amongst interest groups (Press & 

Woodrow, 2005; Sumsion, 2006b). Discrepancies in policy goals have led to 

problems associated with quality, access, affordability and workforce sustainability, 

and the systemic fragmentation of ECEC in Australia. 

 

This historical overview has highlighted how politicians’ decision making for ECEC 

policy in Australia has included decisions in relation to introducing, changing, 

continuing and financing ECEC policy. It has also shown that politicians’ decisions 

about discourse – the tactics and strategies employed by politicians to determine 

how to speak (or not speak) or write (or not write) about the actions and policies of 

government (Foucault, 1994) ‒ reflect underlying conceptualisations about the role 

of ECEC in Australian society. This historical overview has also pointed to the 

influence of events in the broader socio-political context on politicians’ decisions for 

ECEC policy.  

 

In conclusion, the history of institutionalised ECEC in Australia is characterized by 

ideological conflicts; ad hoc state and federal policy initiatives; a diverse sector 

representing a range of interests; and a marketised funding system. Despite recent 

federal reforms, these policy problems continue to leave traces on present-day 

policy. The next section presents Article 1, which reviews relevant literature and 

identifies a range of conceptual tools potentially useful to an investigation of 

influences on politicians’ decision making. The literature review suggests 
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politicians’ decision making is influenced by a complex web of relations both inside 

and outside of politics. Concluding with the question ‘What don’t we know’, Article 

1 builds a foundation on which to construct an investigation of influences on 

politicians’ decision making in ECEC in Australia. 

 

Notes 

1 Each of the six states and two territories has a parliament bound by their own constitution with a 

federal parliament located in the Australian Capital Territory. Each of the parliaments has an Upper 

House (except for the two territories) and a Lower House. Elected members in the lower house are 

independent members or members of major and minor political parties. Government is formed by a 

majority of votes in the lower house of parliament (Fenna, 2014). The Prime Minister leads the 

federal government, the premiers lead the state governments, and the chief ministers lead the territory 

governments. 

 
2 The National Reform Agenda (NRA) was a substantial package of reforms across a range of policy 

areas, including ECEC. The NRA brought traditionally state and territory based policy areas under a 

national agenda with the purpose of devising nationally consistent policy and regulation. The NRA is 

discussed in detail in Article 4 (Bown, 2014). 

 
3 The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) is a three-tiered governmental body with the 

following members: the Prime Minister, State Premiers, Territory Chief Ministers and the President 

of the Australian Local Government Association. The Prime Minister chairs COAG. 
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Article 1 – What do we know about influences on politicians’ 
decision making in ECEC? 

 

Bown, K., Sumsion, J., & Press, F. (2009). Influences on politicians’ decision 

making for early childhood education and care policy: What do we know? What 

don’t we know? Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 10(3), 194-217.  
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Postscript to Article 1 
 

This Postscript contains two parts. In the first part, I update the literature review 

reported in Article 1 by reviewing literature published between 2008 and 2016. In 

the second part of this Postscript, I provide further explanation of the refinement and 

application of the theoretical framework that underpinned the study.  

 

Part 1: Updated literature review 

To update the literature review reported in Article 1 (Bown, Sumsion, & Press, 

2009), a further literature search has since been conducted. In keeping with the 

criteria for inclusion in the original literature review, the updated literature review 

focused on empirical studies related to influences on politicians’ decision making in 

ECEC or education policy during the period 2008-2016 that had politicians or public 

servants as participants. The updated search revealed that several closely related 

studies have since been published, suggesting a growing interest in both ‘influences 

on policy/politicians’ in educational research, and in involving politicians/elites as 

research informants. In total, a further eight studies were found that met the above 

criteria and are summarised in Table 5. Because the aims and scope of the eight 

studies are more closely aligned with the research focus of the present study, their 

findings enhance and provide new insights on the findings of the original meta-

analysis. I first begin by responding to the question What do we now know? and use 

the categories established in the original literature review to organise the recent 

studies. I conclude this updated literature review by asking What do we still not 

know? 

 

What do we now know? 

In relation to the category ‘political insiders, subjectivity and the political’, the 

original literature review highlighted the likelihood public servants had a significant 

influence on politicians’ decision making. The strong influence of public servants 

was found to be significant in a further two studies. Bradley (2011) discussed the 

role of ‘entrepreneurial public servants’ in deploying strategies and tactics to 

influence the shape and trajectory of policy in the Irish context. An insider account 
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of the public service in the state of South Australia similarly emphasises the 

powerful role public servants play in influencing the content of policy (Mulhearn, 

2016). Another aspect to ‘political insiders’ raised in the original literature review 

was the potential for politicians’ personal beliefs and convictions to influence their 

policy decision making. Only one of the recent studies reviewed made reference to 

politicians’ personal views: in Hungary, Neumann (2011) reflected on the interview 

with one politician participant who resisted conflating their personal views with 

decisions that they had made for education legislation. It is not possible to generalise 

from this one instance in the reviewed literature; however it does indicate that the 

influence of politicians’ personal beliefs on their policy decisions is an area that may 

be difficult to examine in research if it is a heavily guarded aspect of decision 

making. Neumann’s experience led the research team of which she was part to 

accept that “the subjective-private had to be separated from the objective-public 

universe” (p. 228). Conversely, Bradley (2011) found that core policy makers in her 

study acknowledged the potential risk of politicians’ personal agendas conflicting 

with expert policy advice. These studies collectively assert the importance of 

considering how politicians’ personal beliefs and experiences affect their decision 

making, particularly when those personal beliefs differ from expert advice or public 

opinion.  The studies also reveal the challenge of determining if and how much 

personal beliefs affect politicians’ decision making, particularly when participants 

dismiss the possibility. 

 

In relation to the category ‘political outsiders, media and discourse’ the recently 

reviewed literature provided some further insights. The original literature review 

discussed the influential role of academics and consultants in education policy, 

particularly in relation to disseminating findings of research in ways palatable to 

politicians. Three of the recently reviewed studies provide further insights on the 

relationship between ‘knowledge’ and decision making in policy (Bowen, Zwi, 

Sainsbury, & Whitehead, 2009; Hunkin, 2016; Mangez & Mangez, 2011). Bowen et 

al. (2009) found that hard data and ‘killer facts’, for example, from neuroscience, 

and from randomised controlled trials and longitudinal studies, were influential in 

early intervention policy in Australia. Similarly, in Australia, Hunkin found 

neuroscience and economic research purporting cost-benefit for investment in 

ECEC, were particularly compelling sources of data for politicians during the 2007 

national reforms.  
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In Belgium, Mangez and Mangez (2011) reported that the elite participants in their 

qualitative study were subsequently influenced by the report of the study made 

available to them at the conclusion of the research. While the researchers 

acknowledge this kind of influence might have been context specific to Belgium, it 

showed that ‘killer facts’ (Bowen et al., 2009) may not be the only kinds of data 

politicians find compelling. Reflexive accounts of research with elite participants, or 

dissemination of the findings of research with elite participants, might have a 

comparable level of impact on policy. In Article 1, my co-authors and I referred to 

our hope that by including politicians as participants in the present study, an 

outcome might be that politicians engage in “critiquing their own policy processes 

and considering alternative policy designs for ECEC in contemporary Australia and 

beyond” (Bown et al., 2009, p. 209). Mangez and Mangez’ (2011) experience with 

participant reflexivity suggests such a hope is not without foundation. 

 

Another aspect to the category ‘political outsiders, media and discourse’ is the role 

of lobby groups in influencing political decisions. The original literature review 

found lobby groups were more influential when operating in the fields of welfare 

and the environment than in education. A recent study by Canadian researchers 

Langford, Prentice, Richardson and Albanese (2016) investigated relations between 

the Canadian Government and a national grassroots ECEC advocacy organisation 

between 2003 and 2005. They found that government ideology and the socio-

political climate impacted on the way the advocacy organisation interacted with the 

government. The relations between the advocacy organisation and government 

relations during the period 2003-2005 was characterised by the researchers as one of 

conflictual-cooperation, where tactics of contention and collaboration were used 

effectively by the advocacy organisation to influence government policy. 

Conversely, in Ireland, Bradley (2011) found that lobby groups mainly relied on 

cooperative, collegial approaches to influencing politicians because lobby groups 

that deterred from the ‘rules’ were excluded from policy making circles. 

 

There was a mix of findings in the original literature review in relation to the role of 

media in influencing politicians’ decision making. Only one of the recently reviewed 

studies made reference to the role of media influencing ECEC policy: in Ireland, 

Bradley (2011) found that media was one of many ‘forces’ that could help or hinder 
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ECEC policy. Media was also used by politicians and a range of stakeholders as a 

medium through which influence could be exerted.  

 

The final aspect to the category ‘political outsiders, media and discourse’ that was 

discussed in the original literature review was the influence of discourse on 

politicians’ decision making. Specifically, gender discourses were found to be 

influential in the way male and female politicians experienced the political context 

which impacted on their policy decisions. The recently reviewed literature provides 

further insights on the influence of discourses. For instance, two studies found 

neuroscience discourses to be particularly influential in ECEC policy in Australia 

(Bowen et al., 2009; Hunkin, 2016). Neoliberal and human capital discourses was 

also found to be influential in Australia (Hunkin, 2016) and Ireland (Bradley, 2011). 

 

The third category of the original literature review was ‘Political context and time’, 

which found the economic policy of the time to be influential on politicians’ 

decisions. The updated literature review substantiated this finding to indicate that the 

economic policy and approach of Treasury and Finance Departments significantly 

influenced how ECEC policy was funded. This finding was made in both the 

Australian (Hunkin, 2016) and Irish (Bradley, 2011) ECEC policy contexts.  

 

In relation to political context and time, the reviewed literature provides a further 

insight on the notion of policy ‘stickiness’ (Gladwell, 2000) which was raised in 

Article 1 as another potential influence on politicians. The concept of ‘path 

dependency’ expands on the notion of ‘stickiness’ and was taken up by two of the 

recent studies reviewed. Bradley’s (2011) study identified path dependency as a 

potentially hindering feature of the Irish policy context that made it “difficult to 

deviate from certain courses” (Bradley, 2011, p. 268) once a policy had been 

established institutionally. Logan et al. (2013, 2015) similarly examined the role of 

path dependency in the Australian ECEC context, and concluded path dependencies 

had been an influencing factor in policy trajectories since the 1972 Child Care Act. 

Both Bradley (2011) and Logan et al. (2013) contended that path dependencies were 

potentially problematic aspects of policy making that contributed to the lack of a 

clear strategy for determining what nations wanted for children and childhood.  

 

What do we still not know? 
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These additional contributions to the literature review have in many ways reflected 

and enhanced some of the findings of the original literature review presented in 

Article 1. However, there remain some gaps in the knowledge base. For instance, the 

original literature review highlighted the role of consultants in the UK education 

policy context in disseminating research that was perceived by politicians to be 

apolitical. Whether politicians perceive academics and consultants in different ways 

in the Australian ECEC policy context is not known. The influence of narratives of 

hope on politicians’ decision making in the USA context was also highlighted in the 

original literature review, but was not raised in the recent literature reviewed, 

although there is some indication that narratives of hope could be traced in futures-

oriented research, including some neuroscience studies and cost-benefit economic 

analyses. Finally, the influence of policy advisors on Australian politicians’ ECEC 

policy decision making was not raised in recently reviewed literature and remains a 

more difficult to detect influence on politicians’ decision making. 

 

The recently reviewed literature, while indicating an expanding research base in this 

area, reinforces the importance of investigating influences on politicians’ decision 

making in ECEC policy in the Australian context. The updated literature review also 

indicated a focus on difficult to detect components of politicians’ policy decision 

making would contribute new knowledge, particularly in relation to the three aspects 

outlined above in the section What do we still not know?.  

 

In the reviewed literature, the theoretical frameworks used to guide the studies were 

diverse, highlighting the complex and multidimensional space of policy influence 

and decision making. In the next section, I discuss the theoretical framework that 

underpinned the study reported in this thesis. 

 

 

Part 2: The theoretical framework 

I maintained in Article 1 that I wanted to contribute to the growing educational 

policy research base that utilized theory explicitly, particularly given that much of 

the literature reviewed appeared to be lacking a strong theoretical framework. 

Therefore, as part of the process of synthesising the literature for Article 1, I turned 

to various theorists who offered concepts useful for thinking about the project I was 
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proposing to investigate. Initially, as described in Article 1, I used the metaphor of 

‘bricolage’ (Kincheloe & Berry, 2004) as a way to assemble a diverse range of 

theorists and concepts to think about the notion of influence in policy decision 

making. At the time of writing Article 1, the concepts that seemed significant, in 

light of the literature, were: democracy, agonism and subjectivity (Mouffe, 2005); 

cultural fields, context and time (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu & Eagleton, 1992); and, 

disciplinary power and discourse (Foucault, 1994). I used these theoretical concepts 

to organise the findings of the literature review into three categories: political 

insiders, subjectivity and ‘the political’; political outsiders, media and discourse; 

and political context and time.  

 

In the more recent literature reviewed above, theoretical frameworks were more 

explicitly articulated. In these later studies, there were some similarities between the 

theoretical tools that were used to those theoretical tools I identified as potentially 

useful in Article 1. For example, Bradley’s use of ‘social network perspective’ and 

‘advocacy coalition framework’ reflects many of the ideas in Bourdieu and 

Eagleton’s (1992) theorising of the ‘cultural field’, and Logan et al’s (2013) use of 

‘critical junctures’ is a more complex theorising of Gladwell’s (2000) ‘tipping 

point’.  

 

As I proceeded with the study, I recognised the need to further refine and focus the 

theoretical framework given some of the theoretical tools I used in Article 1 could 

have potentially contradicted each other. For example, Bourdieu and Foucault had 

differing theories of power (Cronin, 1996) that could have potentially caused 

conflict within a theoretical framework attempting to incorporate both. I was drawn 

to Foucauldian theory as a useful framework for analysing politics, policy and 

activist relations, and chose a suite of Foucauldian tools using the organising 

metaphor of the ‘toolbox’ (Deleuze & Foucault, 1989, p. 76). The toolbox held 

potential for investigating a topic that had not been carried out before. I perceived 

the potential of these conceptual tools “in the way a crowbar in a willing hand 

envelops an energy of prying” (Massumi, 1987, p. xv). With the crowbar metaphor 

in mind, the Foucauldian tools enabled me to ‘pry open’ notions of ‘influence’, 

‘decision making’, ‘activism’ and ‘policy’. Specifically, I honed the theoretical 

framework to include the concepts of power, knowledge and discourse (Foucault, 
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1994); eventalisation (Foucault, 1988, 1991); and agonism (Foucault, 1994) [which 

was expanded and developed by contemporary philosopher Chantal Mouffe (2005)]. 

The suite of Foucauldian concepts is used in various ways throughout the thesis to 

generate insights into influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy in 

Australia. Below I discuss each of the theoretical tools.   

 

Power, knowledge and discourse 

Following Foucault, governing/decision making is not only concerned with territory 

and subjects but also with a “complex and independent reality that has its own laws 

and mechanisms of reaction, its regulations as well as its possibilities of 

disturbance” (Foucault, 1994, p. 352). In this thesis, I take the term ‘complex and 

independent reality’ to mean the role of discourses in influencing politicians’ 

understandings of ECEC situated in the broader social context. Ball (2006) explains 

that discourses “are about what can be said, and thought, but also about who can 

speak, when, where and with what authority” (p. 48). In this thesis for instance, I am 

interested in understanding more about the kinds of discourses that are influencing 

politicians’ decision making for ECEC policy and conversely, discourses that are not 

influential in the policy context. In a Foucauldian sense, discourses are then 

understood as forms of knowledge. However, this conception of knowledge is not 

“to find the ultimate rules of truth, but an effort to understand the conditions in 

which knowledge is produced” (Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998, p. 9). Part of that 

understanding involves determining how some forms of knowledge are more valued 

than others, and therefore how some discourses function as regimes of truth that 

enable access to power (Foucault, 1994). This thesis draws from this Foucauldian 

conception of power/knowledge/discourse to answer the question What influences 

politicians’ decision making for ECEC policy? 

 

The study is therefore concerned with issues of ‘government’ in Foucauldian terms, 

the idea that policiesi are: 

representations which are encoded in complex ways (via struggles, 

compromises, authoritative public interpretations and reinterpretations) 

and decoded in complex ways (via actor’s [sic] interpretations and 
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meanings in relation to their history, experiences, skills, resources and 

context) (Ball, 2006, p. 44).  

 

According to Foucault, subjectivity is the way in which an actor/individual is “tied 

to his [sic] own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge” (Foucault, 1994, p. 

331). Ball (2013) describes being tied to identity as discourses affecting the 

conscience: “statements make persons – we do not speak discourse, discourses speak 

us. Discourses produce the objects about which they speak” (p. 20). The subject is 

therefore produced by discourse, sometimes willingly and sometimes without 

consent since “power exists only as exercised by some on others” (Foucault, 1994, 

p. 340). This struggle with identity is the Foucauldian definition of power – the 

effect of discourse on a person’s sense of self and their relationship with others. 

Influences on politicians’ decision making can then be conceptualised as an effect of 

subjectivity “an action upon an action, on possible or actual future or present 

actions” (Foucault, 1994, p. 340). How politicians are influenced is an effect of 

discourse that generates self-knowledge and knowledge of the broader socio-

political context as it relates to ECEC policy. Returning to the notion of government, 

this theorisation shows how discourse dictates the conduct of individuals in various 

ways. By focussing on how politicians are influenced using a discourse analysis, this 

thesis aims to analyse the power relations that generate the subject. In other words, 

this thesis is concerned with the discourses and power relations that shape 

politicians’ beliefs and understandings and their subsequent decisions for ECEC 

policy. To understand how discourses operate over time I now turn to the concept of 

eventalisation.  

 

Eventalisation 

It is not a matter of locating everything on one level, that of the event, 

but of realizing that there are actually a whole order of levels of 

different types of events differing in amplitude, chronological breadth, 

and capacity to produce effects (Foucault, 1994, p. 111). 

The inclusion of ‘eventalisation’ in the theoretical toolbox allows me to analyse the 

contingencies on which relations of power come to exist, and therefore, to think 
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about how politicians are influenced by a range of policy actors and events. 

Eventalisation is the process of unearthing multiple contingent events to generate a 

more complex picture of why certain things may or may not have happened (Mills, 

2003). Analysing policy decisions in this way departs from lineal cause and effect 

logic, and instead embraces a “polyhedron of intelligibility” (Foucault, 1994, p. 

227). For instance, a ‘polyhedron of intelligibility’, as understood in this thesis, 

suggests that the notion of ‘influences’ on politicians’ decision making can be traced 

through complex routes and trajectories that have no specific beginning or end. In 

this way, eventalisation does not pursue a single answer to the question of what 

influences politicians’ decision making. Instead, this thesis seeks to disrupt taken for 

granted ECEC policy ‘truths’ by illuminating the multiple contingent events that 

potentially generate the present. 

 

Agonism 

Extending on the theory and method of eventalisation, which assumes historical 

discontinuity and instability as a result of conflict and exclusion, I turn now to the 

theory and practice of agonism. Foucault (1994) describes agonism as “a 

relationship that is at the same time mutual incitement and struggle; less of a face-to-

face confrontation that paralyzes both sides than a permanent provocation” (p. 342). 

Agonism therefore, suspends winning or finality – it provokes a continual contention 

over ideas. This is the key premise upon which contemporary Belgian political 

theorist, Chantal Mouffe, further expanded and theorised the concept of agonism to 

propose a practice of ‘radical democracy’ (Mouffe, 2005). Critiquing what she calls 

the “post-political perspective” (Mouffe, 2005, p. 35) espoused by key sociologists 

such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens, Mouffe calls into question the 

assumption that with discussion and compromise, societies can be reconciled and 

consensual sites of democratic participation. Instead, Mouffe argues that the pursuit 

of a ‘reconciled society’ is an erroneous endeavour where no such place does or can 

potentially exist: “by showing that every consensus is based on acts of exclusion, it 

reveals the impossibility of a fully inclusive ‘rational’ consensus” (Mouffe, 2005, p. 

11). So, argues Mouffe, there is value in departing from the binary of consensus and 

dissent towards a new place that is generative, provocative and organic. 
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Theoretically, agonism works alongside the method of eventalising by interrogating 

historical events where particular regimes of rationality have censored and displaced 

opposing rationalities. In a policy context, agonism is a useful theoretical tool for 

reconceptualising effective methods of influencing politicians and policy outcomes. 

Torfing (1999) explains that the historical practice of articulating “discursive 

elements into contingent moments within a hegemonic discourse takes place in a 

conflictual terrain of power and resistance, and will therefore always include an 

element of force and repression” (p. 101). Agonism is therefore a discursive analysis 

that questions the practice of exclusion to depict a false reality of consensus. For 

instance, a political party’s ECEC policy platform is generated through acts of 

inclusion and exclusion, conflict and consensus. It is these compromises, such as a 

policy platform or policy decision, that can be viewed as ‘temporary respites’ rather 

than permanent or unchanging fixtures (Mouffe, 2000). Agonism is an answer to a 

discursive analysis that illustrates versions of the past and present, by illuminating 

the potential of what may be. 

 

The concept and practice of agonism has relevance for a study investigating 

influences on politicians’ decision making. If the definition of influence is “the 

power to shape policy or ensure favourable treatment from someone, especially 

through status, contacts, or wealth” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015), then the way in 

which someone enacts influence to affect the views and decisions of another person 

is relevant. The relationship between the two points, of influencer and influenced, is 

where agonism becomes a useful concept. Indeed, Foucault (1994) argues “the 

analysis, elaboration, and bringing into question of power relations and the 

‘agonism’ between power relations and the intransitivity of freedom is an 

increasingly political task” (p. 343). For example, in the political context, Mouffe 

(2007) argues “[p]roperly political questions always involve decisions which require 

us to make a choice between conflicting alternatives” (p. 2). Agonism is a way of 

firstly, recognising how moments of ‘influence’ fit within the wider context of 

regimes of rationality (decision making) and secondly, reconfiguring ways in which 

advocates/activists might currently attempt to influence politicians and policy. 
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The suite of Foucauldian concepts has also informed the lens through which I 

generated the methodologies for study. Next, in Part III: The Methodology, I outline 

the methods of data generation, participants in the study and the methodological 

design, as guided by the literature review and theoretical framework. 
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Introduction to the methodology 
 

This chapter presents an overview of the methodology of the study, which was 

designed to investigate influences on politicians’ policy decision making in ECEC in 

Australia. The chapter begins with an explanation of how the methodology was 

conceptualised. Next the case study design is described followed by an explanation 

of how the participants were identified and recruited. A description of the methods 

of data generation and the processes of data analysis follows. A discussion of the 

methodological considerations for researching with elite participants is then 

provided. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of pertinent ethical 

considerations relevant to this study. 

 

Conceptualising the methodology 

The literature review presented in Article 1 (Bown, Sumsion, & Press, 2009) 

supports the assertion that policies are “cannibalised products of multiple (but 

circumscribed) influences and agendas” (Ball, 2006, p. 45). Drawing on this 

conceptualisation of policy processes and products, the methodology was designed 

to capture multiple worldviews. The metaphor of the crystal proved useful in this 

process to conceptualise potential sources of data (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005). 

The crystal reflects and refracts light in an array of different colours and patterns 

that cast off in unexpected directions (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005). Instead of 

honing ‘light’ to a particular point – or in the case of research methodology, a 

known ‘truth’ – the crystal reflects and refracts light in multiple ways. The crystal 

calls for responses to research questions rather than answers, and a “deepened, 

complex, and thoroughly partial understanding of the topic” (Richardson & St 

Pierre, 2005, p. 963). The method for using the metaphor of a crystal involves 

accessing and representing multiple voices and perspectives on the same event, 

where each telling is “like light hitting a crystal, [and] reflects a different perspective 

on this incident” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 6). The crystalline metaphor allows 

the researcher to confront the “crisis of authority (which tells us the world is ‘this 

way’ when perhaps it is some other way, or many other ways)” (Guba & Lincoln, 

2005, p. 211). 
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The crystal provided a way for imagining the kinds of data that might contribute to 

the investigation of influence in the policy context, and the ways in which that data 

might be sourced and collated. The literature review in Article 1 identified that 

research with ‘elite’ participants (such as politicians) is not commonly undertaken in 

education research. Nevertheless, incorporating elite participants became an enticing 

prospect both as an important means of enabling ‘refraction’ of the data, as well as 

adding to the small number of ECEC studies involving elite participants. Like 

Logan, Sumsion and Press (2014), I was interested in how elite interviews might 

enhance “understandings of policy making processes by uncovering difficult to 

detect layers of ECEC policy processes” (p. 715). The existing literature reporting 

on research involving elite participants raised several potential ethical dilemmas, one 

of which was the warning that political elite might end up reproducing policy 

rhetoric in an interview situation (Fitz & Halpin, 1994), an issue I discuss in more 

detail later in this chapter. With this potential limitation in mind, I searched for a 

method that complemented the crystalline metaphor of multiple worldviews and 

found that ‘case study’ was one method that opened up possibilities and connected 

with the method of ‘eventalising’ (Foucault, 1994). 

 

Case studies 

Two instrumental case studies (Stake, 2005, 2006) were designed to investigate 

influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy. An instrumental case 

study design is concerned primarily with an issue or generalisation where the topic 

or focus of the case is a secondary concern: 

The case is still looked at in depth, its context scrutinized and its 
ordinary activities detailed, but all because this helps us pursue the 
external interest (Stake, 2005, p. 445). 

The instrumental case study suited the purpose of the research and enabled an 

investigation of the broader research question in two clearly defined policy ‘sites’. 

Both case studies were identified as current policy issues involving sector-wide 

ECEC advocacy/activism and political decision making. The first case study, 

hereafter referred to as the ‘NSW ratio case study’, investigated a longstanding 

campaign in New South Wales (NSW) to change the minimum regulated staff to 

child ratio for children under two years of age, from one staff member for every five 

children (1:5) to one staff member for every four children (1:4). The NSW ratio case 
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study is reported in Article 3. The second case study, hereafter referred to as the 

‘national quality case study’, investigated federal government changes to quality 

improvement and assurance systems during the terms of two federal governments, 

2006 to 2009. The national quality case study is reported in Article 4. Both case 

studies, while focussing on separate issues, sought to investigate the broader 

research question: What influences politicians’ decision making in early childhood 

education and care policy in Australia? Both case study designs were mapped using 

Stake’s (2006) model, represented in Appendix 1 and Appendix 2.  

 

Recruitment and participants 

A wide cross-section of high profile policy actors who had significant involvement 

in ECEC policy decision making and/or advocacy/activism at the NSW or federal 

levels (depending on which case study they participated in) were identified and 

invited to participate in semi-structured interviews (see Appendix 3 for Information 

Form and Appendix 4 for Consent Form). The participants were categorised into 

three groups: NSW ratio case study Early Childhood (EC) sector participants; 

national quality case study EC sector participants; and, politician and public servant 

participants. 

 

NSW ratio case study EC sector participants  

NSW ratio case study EC sector participants were identified using insider 

knowledge, recommendations from other participants, and information gathered 

from key documents. Potential NSW ratio case study participants were invited to 

participate in the research if they had been significantly involved at any point during 

the eight years of the campaign to have the ratio changed or maintained (see 

Appendix 5 for NSW ratio case study letter of invitation). 

 

In total, ten key EC sector representatives were contacted by letter/email and invited 

to participate in the case study. Of the ten, one person formally declined and three 

people did not respond. An individual interview with each of the EC sector 

participants was held in person or via telephone depending on the location of the 
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participant, convenience and time restraints. Participant codes, pseudonyms and role 

descriptions are listed in Table 6.  

Code Pseudonym Role in EC sector 

ECR1 James  Representative of an organisation providing professional 
development 

ECR2 Diane  Representative of a peak body 

ECR3 Madeline  Contributor to the development of the National Quality 
Framework 

ECR4 Phillip Representative of a national peak body 

ECR5 Cassandra  Representative of a peak body 

ECR6 Joanne  Senior leader of a national peak body 

Table 6: NSW ratio case study EC sector participants 

National quality case study EC sector participants 

In a similar fashion to the NSW ratio case study, potential participants for the 

national quality case study were identified using insider knowledge, 

recommendations from other participants, and information gathered from key 

documents. Potential national quality case study participants were invited to 

participate in the research (see Appendix 6 for national quality case study letter of 

invitation) if they had been involved in policy advocacy/activism during one or both 

of the following policy periods:  

a) the quality assurance ‘overhaul’ proposed and partially implemented in 

2006/7 during the Howard Coalition’s final two years in Federal 

Government; and/or: 

b) the development and implementation of the National Quality Framework 

(NQF) during the Rudd Labor Government from the election in November 

2007 until July 2009, when the final interview was conducted. 

 

A total of 26 invitations were sent to EC sector representatives. One person declined 

and ten did not respond. The remaining 15 high profile EC sector participants were 

interviewed in person or via telephone depending on their location, convenience and 

time restraints.  

 

The 15 national quality case study participants were representative of a broad cross-

section of key groups and organisations, including: outside-school hours care; long 

day care; preschool; academia/researchers; peak ECEC bodies such as those 
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supporting children's service providers or organisations dedicated to 

advocacy/activism; organisations not necessarily ECEC focused but involved in 

ECEC policy as part of the core business of the organisation; and unions. In addition 

to their regular roles, some participants were directly involved in the development of 

one or more components of the National Quality Framework (i.e. National Quality 

Standards; and the Early Years Learning Framework). All except two participants 

had been involved in the ECEC sector for more than two decades. Only one 

participant was an early years teacher at the time the interviews were conducted. 

Table 7 represents national quality case study participants' codes, pseudonyms and 

role descriptions. 

 

Code Pseudonym Role in ECEC sector  

EC1 Joanne Senior leader of a national peak body 

EC2 Claudia Jean Early childhood teacher; researcher; representative of a national peak 
body; contributor to the development of the National Quality 
Framework 

EC3 Freya Academic/researcher 

EC4 Sandie Representative of an organisation involved in federal policy 
consultation 

EC5 Lynette Senior leader of a national peak body 

EC6 Sonja Senior leader of a children’s service 

EC7  David Union organiser 

EC8 Jane Union organiser 

EC9 Madeline Contributor to the development of the National Quality Framework 

EC10 Beth Senior leader of a national peak body 

EC11 Liz Senior leader of a national peak body 

EC12 Jessie Senior leader of a peak body 

EC13 Susan Contributor to the development of the National Quality Framework; 
academic/researcher 

EC14 Mikayla Contributor to the development of the National Quality Framework; 
academic/researcher 

EC15 Gail Senior leader of a national peak body 

Table 7. National quality case study EC sector participants 
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Politician and public servant participants 

For the purposes of the study, politicians were defined as elected representatives 

currently holding a seat in NSW or federal parliament, with ECEC located in their 

portfolio, or who had recently held a seat in parliament (within the previous 5 years). 

Potential politician participants were identified by searching online parliamentary 

websites (NSW and Federal parliament websites) and historical databases for 

politicians who met one of the following criteria: 

(a) Politicians who held the position for Minister or Shadow Minister in any 

portfolio related to government policy in ECEC or ‘childcare’; 

(b) Politicians who had previously worked in an advisory capacity to a Minister 

or Shadow Minister with a portfolio related to ECEC or childcare in the past 

five years; 

(c) Politicians from smaller political parties who were responsible for portfolios 

related to ECEC/childcare; 

(d) Independent politicians who had been actively involved in policy related to 

ECEC/childcare; and 

(e) Retired politicians, meeting one of the above criteria, in order to examine 

political interventions in ECEC in the “broader historical and policy context” 

(Fitz & Halpin, 1994, p. 36).  

 

Politicians at the NSW state (n=24) and Federal (n=25) levels were invited to 

participate (n=49 total politicians invited) (See Appendix 7 for letter of invitation for 

politicians). Of the 49, 14 politicians declined and 26 did not respond. In total, an 

individual interview was conducted with nine politicians representing the Liberal 

Party (n=2), the Greens Party (n=3), the Labor Party (n=1), the National Party (n=1), 

Independents (n=1), and The Democrats (n=1). One of the politicians was a Minister 

at the time the interviews were conducted.  

 

In addition to politicians, one NSW senior public servant and two Federal 

Government senior public servants were interviewed. The NSW senior public 

servant was interviewed due to the Minister at the time requesting the public servant 
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be interviewed on the Minister’s behalf. One of the Federal Government public 

servants was interviewed due to a networking opportunity, and the other was invited 

to participate because several other participants in the study had mentioned their 

heavy involvement in federal social policy, particularly in ECEC policy.  

 

Table 8 indicates politician and public servant participants’ codes, pseudonyms and 

demographic information. 

 

Code Pseudonym Sex Level of politics Political alignment 

P1 Maree F Federal Minor party 

P2 Michael M State Independent 

P3 Kathy F State Minor party 

P4 Gwen F State Major party 

P5 Penny F State Major party 

P6 Michelle F Federal Minor party 

P7 Daniel M Federal Major party 

P8 Christine F Federal Minor party 

P9 Naomi F State Major party 

P10 Simon M State Senior public servant 

P11 Andrew M Federal Senior public servant 

(policy adviser) 

P12 Margaret F Federal Senior public servant 

Table 8. Politician and public servant participants 

 

Data generation 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

The interview is considered a conventional method of inquiry (Denzin, 2009) that is 

nonetheless “inextricably and unavoidably historically, politically, and contextually 
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bound” (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 695). In particular, the interview has been 

critiqued for its potential to ostracise and pathologise the already disadvantaged 

(Fontana & Frey, 2005). However, for the purposes of this research, interviews were 

chosen given the participants in this study were considered to be elite participants 

who likely had extensive experience with an interview format. Indeed, Ball (1994) 

described elite participants as “skilled interviewees” having an “investment, public 

and personal, in being interviewed” (p. 96).  

 

Given the purpose of the interviews was to unearth understandings of influence in 

“difficult to detect layers of ECEC policy processes” (Logan et al., 2014, p. 715), the 

semi-structured interview stood out as the most appropriate form of interview. While 

structured interviews do not permit depth of inquiry and unstructured interviews are 

often time-consuming and difficult to manage (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 

2008), the semi-structured interview allows participants some degree of 

predictability and focus, and contained parameters for time-poor participants, as well 

as the freedom to follow a line of inquiry in-depth. 

 

A generic pool of interview questions was developed for each of the participant 

categories (see Appendix 8 for NSW ratio case study interview questions, Appendix 

9 for national quality case study interview questions, and Appendix 10 for politician 

and public servant interview questions). Prior to interviewing the politician and 

public servant participants, however, a pilot interview was organised. The trial 

interview allowed testing of: the wording and intent of generic interview questions; 

the timing and pace of the interview; and the flow from one themed set of questions 

to another. The volunteer politician who agreed to participate in the pilot interview 

provided feedback on my approach, the wording of questions and tips on contacting 

politicians at the outset. The pilot interview was not included in the data set. After 

the trial interview, the pool of interview questions was honed. 

 

The pool of generic questions served several purposes. First, it was hoped that the 

pool of generic questions, supplied in advance of the interview, would give the 

participants confidence that I would not ‘surprise’ them with difficult/contentious 
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questions. The pool of questions also gave the interview reasonable parameters and 

assisted with the flow and timing of the interview. The generic questions also 

allowed analysis and comparison of sets of questions that were asked of all the 

participants.  

 

In addition to the pool of interview questions, I also prepared questions specific to 

each participant that were developed after conducting background research. 

Following a semi-structured interview format, ad hoc questions were asked 

throughout the interviews depending on the flow and topics that arose. All the 

interviews were conducted between March 2008 and July 2009. 

 

Policy text resources 

Policy texts were used to understand the context of the case studies. Guided by 

Patton (2002), policy texts included formal texts such as official policy documents, 

speech transcripts, Hansard records, reports, legislation, regulation, and media 

releases; and informal texts such as speeches, photographs, websites, memoranda 

and correspondence. Newsprint articles from prominent newspapers were also 

included as policy text resources. Appendix 11 contains a list of the policy text 

resources drawn on to contextualise the case studies. 

 

Data analysis 

 

Management and analysis using NVIVO 

The organisation, management and early stages of data analysis of interview 

transcripts was predominantly conducted via the NVIVO software program. 

Functions in NVIVO were used to code ‘nodes’. Nodes refer to the way smaller 

sections of data can be categorised into themes, concepts, key words or ideas. 

Deeper into the data coding process, I organised nodes into three categories that I 

found were emerging from the process:  

1. Low-interpretive nodes: Comments in relation to specific individuals or 

organisations (for example, nodes were often created with politicians’ names 

as the title);  
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2. Mid-interpretive nodes: How participants described something (such as a 

node titled ‘ECEC professionals’ that contained excerpts where participants 

described ECEC professionals); or participants’ use of literary devices such 

as metaphors, similes, anecdotes, or sayings; and  

3. High-interpretive nodes: Concepts defined and identified by the researcher as 

occurring in transcripts, such as nodes that contained data excerpts related to 

discourses (for example, ‘power’ or ‘knowledge’). Nodes that represented 

identified discourses were both participant- and researcher-defined. 

  

Transcripts were re-coded several times as new nodes emerged or new NVIVO 

‘queries’ were run, such as key word searches. Some nodes were created on key 

word searches alone. During coding, data chunks that seemed particularly poignant, 

important, provocative, or insightful were identified and often the writing process 

would begin at this point. These chunks that stood out were often springboards for 

thinking about the bigger picture ideas. 

 

On occasion, node hierarchies were built during the coding process (i.e. umbrella 

nodes that contained other relevant/related nodes), in order to ‘see’ how the coding 

was fitting and forming themes (see Appendix 12 for an example of node hierarchies 

using NVIVO). On-the-go node hierarchies were dismantled to allow for hierarchies 

to be generated again towards the final stages of analysis (see Appendix 13 for an 

example of non-hierarchical free nodes using NVIVO). Other practices in the final 

stages of analysis included: collapsing two nodes containing the same or overlapping 

ideas; creating an umbrella node for a collection of nodes with a similar theme or 

concept; and building other hierarchies or groupings to show relationships. Bazeley 

and Richards’ (2000) explanation of the coding process using NVIVO was a useful 

reference point: 

[O]rganizationally, coding is a useful way of keeping track of topics 
or ideas, and of documents about those topics. But more than that, 
creating a node and selecting text for coding are interpretive, analytic 
processes in which thinking about the data is extended beyond the 
descriptive to a more abstract level (Bazeley & Richards, 2000, p. 53). 
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An example of coding that ‘extended beyond the descriptive’ is provided in 

Appendix 14 which contains the coding attributed to the notion of ‘pragmatism’. 

This example shows the text I selected that fit a description of the notion 

‘pragmatism’. I defined this thematic node to guide my coding in the following way: 

“references to practicalities or pragmatism in relation to policy making or 

influencing politicians”. All interview transcripts were included in the analysis of 

the pragmatism node. 

 

Analysis after NVIVO – working with the data 

Once I finished coding themes and ideas using NVIVO, I then returned to a series of 

analysis methods drawn from a Foucauldian framing of discourse. Most of this 

analysis was conducted using Word documents. First, I began by identifying various 

language functions such as metaphors, quotes, humour/sarcasm, contradiction and 

ambiguity (Tobin, 2008). I also considered relations of power in terms of forms of 

resistance, the deployment of universal truths, and the construction of sanctioned 

knowledge (Foucault, 1994). Appendix 15 provides an example of this second layer 

of analysis, again using the node ‘pragmatism’. It shows the kinds of questions, 

ideas and comments I made on each node to understand the data better. After the 

second layer of analysis, I then engaged some deeper thinking and writing to begin 

unpacking ideas from my initial comments and questions which included locating 

relevant literature and beginning the early stages of forming ideas for writing. 

Appendix 16 provides an example of this more detailed analysis and the early 

writing stage based on the pragmatism node. 

 

To analyse both interview transcripts and the policy text resources, I employed the 

Foucauldian analytical method of ‘eventalisation’ (Foucault, 1991). Eventalisation 

features in Articles 3 and 4, in which I report on the NSW ratio case study and the 

national quality case study. Eventalisation involves looking for multiple perspectives 

on the one ‘event’ and calls for a questioning of what might otherwise be thought of 

as self-evident (Foucault, 1988). To generate the eventalisations I relied on the 

above stages of analysis when analysing the interview transcripts and policy text 

resources. The multiple layers of data sources enabled me to generate a picture of 

how particular political decisions might have been made and how particular ECEC 
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policies were developed. Detailed descriptions of the eventalising method of 

analysis are provided in Articles 3 and 4. 

 

Methodological considerations when researching with elite participants 

The powerful … have considerable constitutional, legal and cultural 
resources that enable them to deflect or channel any research in which 
they are the object of enquiry. The power they exercise is reflected 
both in the paucity of studies about elites, in this case in education, 
and in the kind of research that is directed at them (Fitz & Halpin, 
1994, p. 48). 

Given the research site of the ‘powerful’ is not often the focus of research, the 

research context of elite participants was a worthy consideration prior to and during 

the interviews. Neal (1995) conceptualised elite research sites, such as participants’ 

offices, to be “spatial symbol[s] of professionalism” (p. 523), and the technicalities 

of these sites (such as tea/coffee telephone interruptions and secretaries), to all 

potentially impact on the participation of the researcher. Neal (1995) also reflected 

on the appearance and dress of the researcher noting “for women, dress and 

appearance are closely linked to a variety of sexual subtexts in ways that they are not 

for men.” (p. 524). The gendered research site has also been discussed by Gerwirtz 

and Ozga (1994), who argue that their gender affected the research and relationships 

with participants. They describe how they were “viewed as women in very 

stereotypical ways, which included being seen as receptive and supportive, and that 

we were obliged to collude, to a degree, with that version of ourselves because it 

was productive for the project” (Gerwirtz & Ozga, 1994, p. 196).  

 

During the interviews with politicians, fitting in to my pre-conceived notions of who 

the politicians thought I might ‘be’ and what I might ‘know’ often helped my 

situation. In several instances I sensed that the politician perceived me to be non-

threatening, and possibly quite a naïve interviewer. This seemed to have the effect of 

making the politician feel more confident, candid and self-assured, which resulted in 

quite rich data. Similar effects were described by Costa and Kiss (2011) in reporting 

on interviews with politicians in Portugal and Romania, and by Grek (2011) in 

reporting on interviews with politicians in Scotland.  

 



  

81 
  

A photograph my mother took of me while I was writing up my research notes after 

an interview at Parliament House in Canberra is particularly illustrative of the casual 

and vibrant attire I chose. However at the time, I made deliberate choices to appear 

“modest and very non-aggressive” (Costa & Kiss, 2011, p. 248) as a means of 

differentiating myself from journalists, lobbyists and other people politicians interact 

with on a daily basis. This differentiation, I hoped, might have subtly encouraged 

politicians to be more candid and personal in the interviews, although I concede it 

could have given the impression I was not taking my role as researcher of elite 

persons seriously.   

 

Indeed, Neal (1995) discusses how her position as an early career researcher placed 

her in a vulnerable and almost apprentice-like position when interviewing elites. She 

referred to other educational research conducted with elites in the educational field 

(Ball, 1994; Gerwirtz & Ozga, 1994) as having greater power in the interview 

relationship due to either academic status or interviews being conducted in pairs of 

researchers.  

 

Batteson and Ball (1995) discuss the potential risks involved when interviewing 

elites under their rules and within their ‘homegound’. They argue that within this 

research context:  

There is a close proximity to the well trodden dangers of ‘going 
native’ and being persuaded to see it as ‘they’ do … they are 
occupationally manipulative, periodically selective and sometimes 
aggressively deceptive: appropriators of truth, facts, objective reality 
and recall nonpareil (Batteson & Ball, 1995, p. 202).  

 

This description of the potential for elites to have ‘manipulative’ intentions was an 

important reminder that I was not obliged to agree with the views and opinions of 

the participants. Being vocal in the interview about opinions and views however has 

its consequences. Neal (1995) discussed the ethical dilemma she faced when the 

participants would make remarks that she found offensive, and her internal struggle 

of whether to make a comment and risk the participant ending the interview, or 

whether to remain silent, which could be mistaken as agreement.  
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The experience of researchers in elite settings highlighted the importance of being 

thoroughly prepared to engage with the participant in the interview without falling 

into moments of irreconcilable agreement with views with which I did not agree. 

Being respectful but assertive showed my capacity to engage intellectually with elite 

participants thereby potentially avoiding elites using “any number of exit strategies 

once they perceive that an interviewer is ill-prepared, uninformed, hostile in tone, or 

otherwise wasting their time” (Pearce, 2002, p. 137). Thorough preparation also 

increased the length of the interviews – the more public information I was able to 

access about a politician, the more ‘probing’ questions I was able to use. Thorough 

preparation, including conducting background research, was a strategy Costa and 

Kiss (2011) similarly found enhanced the success of interviews. 

 

Preparation for the interviews also included recognising when politicians were 

repeating back policy statements or party-lines. As Neumann (2011) articulates “it is 

a common challenge in interviews with bureaucrats to figure out the means of 

gathering information about how decisions are made instead of about what decisions 

were made” (p. 227). To divert politicians from discussing policy statements or 

party-lines, I included in the pool of interview questions, a focus on personal beliefs 

and values. Using this angle to discuss participants’ personal experiences with 

ECEC often fostered a noticeable shift in the tone and atmosphere of the interview. 

With increasing experience in the research site, I found that like Mickelson (1994), I 

adopted “a much more consciously assertive stance” (p. 148) when confronted with 

political rhetoric. 

 

Ethical considerations 

In the final section of this chapter, I consider pertinent ethical issues relevant to this 

study1. I begin by discussing how I approached issues of validity and rigour in data 

analysis. I then consider some of the challenges I faced when interviewing elite 

participants.  
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Validity and rigour 

Brew (1998) discusses the importance of looking and looking again when 

considering the validity and rigor of research, while also being critically reflexive. 

Validity was addressed in two ways. First, the notion of ‘crystalline validity’ 

(Richardson & St Pierre, 2005) informed the approach to understanding participants’ 

viewpoints and perceptions. Second, ‘member checking’ (Bradshaw, 2001) was used 

with participants to ensure transcripts and interpretations were accurate. Both 

methods for addressing validity and rigour are discussed below. 

 

As I outlined at the beginning of this chapter, the metaphor of the crystal assisted in 

designing two key case studies that would capture and represent multiple 

worldviews. I return to the metaphor of the crystal again to understand validity and 

explain how the crystal informed my approach to validity and ethics. Richardson and 

St Pierre (2005) argue that triangulation assumes a “fixed point or object that can be 

triangulated” (p. 963), while the crystal “combines symmetry and substance with an 

infinite variety of shapes, substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and 

angles of approach” (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005, p. 963). Crystallisation therefore 

does not produce a conclusive ‘truth’ honed in on by triangulating ‘evidence’, it 

accepts the validity of multiple viewpoints. I have attempted to represent those 

multiple viewpoints accurately and fairly in this thesis assisted by two main 

strategies. 

 

First, I used the strategy of member checking to confirm raw data and initial 

interpretations. This involved providing participants with the opportunity to review 

interview transcripts and respond to my tentative interpretations of their transcripts 

(Bradshaw, 2001). This practice enabled me to share my initial analysis with the 

participants, and clarify any outstanding questions I had, as well as providing an 

opportunity for the participants to respond to my analysis with their own critique. 

During this process of member checking participants’ transcripts, I realised that 

some of the participants had found the single interview problematic. For instance, 

two EC sector participants wanted to add content once the interview transcript had 

been returned to them for review. ECQ2 Claudia Jean and ECQ3 Freya were 
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particularly involved in ‘re-writing’ the record of their participation. Freya included 

additional written comments on her transcript (thoughts that had occurred to her 

while reading the transcript), while Claudia Jean requested a follow-up interview to 

expand on, complicate and critique some of the content of her first interview, which 

I arranged. In the case of P12 Margaret, the interview was conducted under strict 

conditions including the use of written notes rather than audio recording, adherence 

to an agreed list of questions and member checking of the transcript in great detail 

before an agreed final version was reached. As with other researchers conducting 

interviews with political figures, determining what “was not said, and the manner in 

which it was not said” (Selwyn, 2013, p. 342) was often more informative than the 

spoken word. These experiences with participants ‘re-writing’ their transcripts 

reminded me that “data is partial, incomplete, and always being retold and 

remembered” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013, p. 263). 

 

The second strategy I employed to fairly and accurately represent multiple views 

was to provide participants the opportunity to review any excerpts from their 

transcripts that I was intending to use in publications, contextualised with my 

analysis. This opportunity allowed participants to have a ‘right of reply’ before I 

published findings. I found that this second ‘audit’ compelled me to ensure that my 

interpretations were very carefully constructed and, to the best of my capacity, not 

based on any biases I might have held, such as being swayed by my pre-existing 

professional relationships with some of the participants. I also found that when 

writing about participants’ views it was imperative to present them as perspectives 

and, where relevant, as speculations rather than as accounts that represented every 

dimension of the context being discussed. In this way, while I was able to generate 

‘pictures’ of events and draw some conclusions, I considered these pictures to be 

partial and incomplete. 

 

Access to elites 

Described as “not a neat process” (McHugh, 1994, p. 51), access to and recruitment 

of elite participants can be one of the most critical challenges facing the researcher. 

A series of potential gatekeepers (Fitz & Halpin, 1994), as well as the hectic 
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schedules and time constraints of elites, combine to produce a recruitment process 

that is both demanding and challenging.  

 

In order to recruit the maximum number of elites possible, and given the recruitment 

challenges outlined above, a procedure for contacting potential elite participants 

with an invitation to participate in the research was devised. This procedure was 

approved by the Charles Sturt University Ethics in Human Research Committee:  

a) Potential elite participants were contacted via hardcopy letter posted to their 

office;  

b) If within a week I had not heard back from the invitee, I followed up with a 

phone call to confirm receipt;  

c) If I had not received a response from the potential participant two weeks 

after the follow up phone call, I sent a follow-up email (or hardcopy letter if 

no email address was available) with the same information that was sent with 

the first letter, as the final attempt to recruit the participant;  

d) Once the follow-up email was sent to potential participants, no further 

contact was made, to ensure participants did not feel coerced into 

participating.  

 

Predictably, accessing and recruiting incumbent ministers was more difficult than 

accessing independent politicians or those from opposing and minor parties. I also 

realised that providing potential participants with the option of telephone interviews, 

rather than in-person, could have been more enticing to elites given tight schedules 

so this method of interviewing was also included in the letter of invitation, and was 

taken up by one participant. 

 

Maintaining confidentiality and anonymity with elite participants 

In the letter of invitation, potential participants received the following assurances: 

Participants can be assured that their participation will remain 

confidential and anonymity will be protected. This will be done in 

several ways: 
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• The transcripts from this interview will be kept under lock 

and key electronically and in hardcopy and can only be 

accessed by me. 

• I will be the only person privy to your involvement. My 

two supervisors, Professor Jennifer Sumsion and Ms Fran 

Press, will review the transcripts once I have de-identified 

the data. 

• Extracts from transcripts that may be used in publications 

can be broken up in ways which prevent the reader from 

identifying the participant. 

• Names and places can be given pseudonyms to protect 

identification. 

• The de-identified transcripts will be returned to the 

participant so they can check there are no identifiers still 

remaining in the transcript. 

 

By being as transparent as possible in the letter of invitation, I hoped to reassure 

potential participants that I was aware of the potentially fraught nature of public 

figures being able to participate in research anonymously.  

 

Using the above as a guide, I was also aware that each interview would have its own 

set of rules and rituals negotiated by the researcher and participant; for example, if 

an audio recorder could be used, when it was to be turned off, and how places and 

names were to be protected. Some of the participants’ transcripts required more 

editing to anonymise them given that these participants had higher profile roles. One 

public servant participant opted to be interviewed but not audio-recorded. I took 

detailed handwritten notes, typed them up and sent them to the participant for 

checking. It was then returned to me, highly edited. The public servant participant 

had some useful insights about the ECEC field, but their reflections on the inner 

workings of policy making were much more guarded.  
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This chapter has provided an overview of the methodology designed to investigate 

influences on politicians’ decision making for ECEC policy in Australia. In Part IV 

(following), the first reading of the data is put to work in Article 2 where I explore 

the influence of maternalist discourses on politicians’ understandings of ECEC and 

their decisions for ECEC policy. 

 

Notes 
1
 Formal ethics approval was granted by the Charles Sturt University Ethics in Human Research 

Committee, approval number 2007/289 (please see Appendix 17 for Letter of Approval). 
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PART IV  
 

 

Maternalist discourses in the ECEC policy sphere 
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Preamble to Article 2  
 

The updated literature review in Article 1 illuminated the murkiness of policy 

making processes and the relevance of studies examining the more difficult to detect 

influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC. This finding in the literature led 

my co-authors and I to question whether the gender of the politician responsible for 

the ECEC portfolio might have implications for ECEC policy. We asked Do these 

gendered ‘rules of engagement’ in the public sphere affect policy decision making? 

(Bown, Sumsion, & Press, 2009, p. 204). In the following article, we respond to this 

question by investigating a line of enquiry regarding the influence of maternalist 

discourses in contemporary ECEC policy. As a documented influence on ECEC 

policy and practice historically (Ailwood, 2008; Wong, 2006), this article 

investigates whether maternalist discourses are still influential in the way politicians 

conceptualise and speak about the ECEC sector and policy. 
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Australia. Gender and Education, 23(3), 263-280.  
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Postscript to Article 2 
 

As at 7 July 2014 women comprise 29.0 per cent of all parliamentarians 
in Australia… well below the proportion of women in the Australian 
population (50.2 per cent in the 2011 Census). Despite individual women 
having held key political leadership positions in recent years—including 
that of Prime Minister of Australia—women continue to represent less 
than one-third of all parliamentarians in Australia and occupy one-fifth of 
all ministry positions (Parliament of Australia, 2014). 

 

At the conclusion of Article 2, I and my co-authors ask: 

Is it reasonable to interpret these visible events [such as the recent 
appointment of women to significant political positions] as hopeful and 
long overdue signs that the political landscape is changing in ways that 
diminish the influence of maternalist discourses in ECEC policy? (Bown, 
Sumsion, & Press, 2011, p. 266). 

 

Five years later, I return to those questions and speculations in the light of 

significant changes in the political and ECEC policy context. At the time of writing 

Article 2, Julia Gillard was the first female Deputy Prime Minister of Australia. In 

2010, Julia Gillard won a Labor Party leadership vote to become Australia’s 27th, 

and first female, Prime Minister. She called a federal election less than a month after 

her leadership challenge and the Labor Party was re-elected, but only marginally. 

After the election Gillard led a minority Government, constrained by a hung 

parliament. Despite this setback, Gillard managed to pass 566 pieces of legislation 

(Parliamentary Library, 2015), more than any of the previous four parliaments. 

Regardless of these achievements, the gendered attacks on Julia Gillard, which were 

reported in Article 2, escalated further during her Prime Ministership.  

 

For instance, on 31 August 2012, prominent Australian feminist and writer Anne 

Summers delivered a presentation at the University of Newcastle titled Her rights at 

work which analysed the content of media and political discourse directed at Julia 

Gillard during her Prime Ministership. Summers’ presentation concluded that 

Gillard’s treatment by politicians and media would be considered unlawful under 

both the Sex Discrimination Act and Fair Work Australia (Summers, 2012).  
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In October 2012, Prime Minister Julia Gillard delivered in Parliament what is 

commonly referred to as the ‘misogyny speech’. This speech received international 

media attention. Her speech accused the Liberal Opposition Leader at the time, Tony 

Abbott, of ongoing sexism and misogyny aimed at her and towards other female 

parliamentarians more generally, during his time in politics. An excerpt is included 

below: 

 

[Tony Abbott] has said, and I quote, in a discussion about women being 
under-represented in institutions of power in Australia, the interviewer 
was a man called Stavros…[Tony Abbott] says ‘If it's true, Stavros, that 
men have more power generally speaking than women, is that a bad 
thing?’ And then a discussion ensues, and another person says ‘I want 
my daughter to have as much opportunity as my son.’ To which [Tony 
Abbott] says ‘Yeah, I completely agree, but what if men are by 
physiology or temperament, more adapted to exercise authority or to 
issue command?’ Then ensues another discussion about women's role in 
modern society, and the other person participating in the discussion says 
‘I think it's very hard to deny that there is an underrepresentation of 
women,’ to which [Tony Abbott] says, ‘But now, there's an assumption 
that this is a bad thing’ (Prime Minister Julia Gillard, 2012). 

 

The comments made by Tony Abbott in the excerpt above in relation to women’s 

abilities highlight how essentialising discourses can become so normalised that they 

are tolerated in public forums. Even though attempts were made by Julia Gillard, 

and other high profile commentators, to bring attention to these normalised 

essentialising discourses, the discrimination continued for the remainder of her term 

as Prime Minister. However, by addressing discriminations she had experienced in 

such a direct and public manner, Julia Gillard’s misogyny speech may have gone 

some way to cutting through the pervasive ‘mist’ of discrimination normalised in 

Australian politics. Nevertheless, despite ‘defying political gravity’ by becoming the 

first female Prime Minister (Delahunty, 2014) and her exceptional legislative 

success for much of her time as leader, her popularity steadily declined during her 

Prime Ministership. There were likely multiple reasons for her popularity decline 

such as the “constant internecine warfare” (Weller, 2014, p. i) within the Labor 

Government and, as one political commentator described, the belief of the 

parliamentary press gallery that Gillard would not be able to “keep Rudd at bay, any 
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more than it believed she could keep her ruling coalition together” (Jensen, 2013, no 

page). A further related reason could be due to the gravitational pull of essentialist 

and sexist attitudes of other politicians and the wider community towards a female 

Prime Minister. The culmination of these factors led to a leadership spill which saw 

Kevin Rudd contest leadership of the Labor Party. Julia Gillard resigned on June 

23rd 2013 and Kevin Rudd once again became Prime Minister until defeated by 

Tony Abbott a short time later at the September 2013 Federal election.  

 

In Article 2, my co-authors and I questioned whether the increasing number of 

women appointed to political leadership positions might counter the influence of 

essentialising and maternalist discourses on ECEC policy. For a time, answers to 

these questions might have reflected cautious optimism. However, disappointingly, 

the male-dominated political culture was reinvigorated after the defeat of Julia 

Gillard. For instance, Prime Minister Abbott was criticised for the low 

representation of women in his cabinet and ministry (as the quote that begins this 

postscript infers), and for appointing himself as the Minister for Women. A Liberal 

leadership spill recently saw Tony Abbott defeated by Malcolm Turnbull, the 

incumbent Prime Minister at the time of writing. Turnbull slightly increased the 

number of women in the cabinet from two to five, including appointing female 

ministers for the first time to the Foreign Affairs and Defence portfolios. 

 

An updated version of Table 1 in Article 2, Federal Ministers assigned to six 

portfolios 1990 to present, is provided below (Table 10). In ECEC, the high 

representation of female ministers has since shifted. The earlier analysis pointed to 

the disproportionately high numbers of female ministers appointed to the ECEC 

portfolio, even compared to education and health. Since then, female representation 

on ECEC has dropped and is now similar to female representation on the health 

portfolio. This could be due to any number of reasons, including the reduced 

numbers of women Ministers in the Coalition Government. Even though the updated 

table no longer depicts a disproportionate number of female ministers assigned to 

ECEC, it does highlight a new area of concern. 
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Of the six portfolios analysed, ECEC now has the highest number (14) of ministers 

appointed in just over fifteen years, equating to an almost annual turnover of the 

ECEC Minister. The high rate of ministerial turnover could be a symptom of the 

ECEC portfolio having relatively low status in the political landscape, as discussed 

in Article 2. Such rapid changes are likely to have a detrimental effect on policy 

continuity. Rapid ministerial turnover would also impact the ability of the ECEC 

sector to develop and build relations with the minister and their advisors. 

 

The impact of the current political culture on the ECEC portfolio can be further 

ascertained by conducting an historical comparative analysis on which Ministry the 

ECEC portfolio is housed and the title used to describe the ECEC portfolio. In Table 

1 on page 19 of this thesis, I listed the federal ministries and ECEC portfolio titles 

since 1990. The table shows that ECEC was housed in the Education Ministry 

during the Rudd/Gillard Governments and referred to as Early Childhood Education 

and Child Care. These changes were broadly welcomed by the ECEC sector, as it 

was previously positioned within community services-related ministries and referred 

to as Child Care. The shift to the conservative Abbott/Turnbull Government after the 

Rudd/Gillard Government saw a return to traditional conceptions of ECEC when it 

was relocated to the Social Services Ministry. A cabinet reshuffle saw ECEC 

returned to the Education Ministry in 2015, in one of the first actions of the Turnbull 

Government. The movement of the ECEC portfolio between ministries reflects 

governments’ mixed conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC. The title of the 

ECEC portfolio could also impact on how ECEC is perceived within politics as well 

as in the wider community. For instance in a regressive decision, the 

Abbott/Turnbull Government renamed the portfolio Early Childhood and Child 

Care, omitting education reflecting a return to traditional perceptions of ECEC 

providing a service, rather than education. 

 

This postscript has responded with updated analysis to questions and speculations 

posed in Article 2. It has concluded that a return to a conservative Federal 

Government has sedimented the essentialist and sexist discourses influencing 

Australian politics that were detected in Article 2.  
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PART V  
 

 

Influences on politicians’ decision making 
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Preamble to Part V 
 

Part V contains Articles 3, 4 and 5. Articles 3 reports on the NSW ratio case study 

which investigated a longstanding campaign in NSW to change the minimum 

regulated staff to child ratio for children under two years of age, from one staff 

member for every five children (1:5) to one staff member for every four children 

(1:4). Article 4 reports on the national quality case study which investigated national 

quality policy between 2006 and 2009, focusing on the Howard Coalition 

Government’s attempted quality assurance ‘overhaul’ in 2006 and the Rudd/Gillard 

Labor Government’s implementation of the National Quality Framework in the 

period 2007-2009. Article 5 draws on data from both case studies to explore the 

notion of visionary ECEC policy.  
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Article 3 – NSW ratio case study 
 

Bown, K. (2013). The New South Wales campaign for improved staff ratios for 

babies in centre-based ECEC (2002–2009): Influences on politicians’ decisions. 

Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 38(3), 97-104.  
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Article 4 – National quality case study 
 

Bown, K. (2014). Insider perspectives on influence and decision making in the 

Australian political sphere: A case study of national quality policy in ECEC 2006-

2009. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 39 (4), 54-63.  
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Article 5 – Visionary policy in ECEC 
 

Bown, K., & Sumsion, J. (2016). Generating visionary policy for early childhood 

education and care: Politicians’ and early childhood sector advocate/activists’ 

perspectives. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 17(2), 192-209. 
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PART VI 
 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 

 

  



  

159 
  

Discussion 
 

The study reported in this thesis investigated the question What influences 

politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy in Australia? In this chapter, I discuss 

the key findings of the study. I then consider the study’s limitations and its 

implications for politicians and the policy context; for advocacy and activism; and 

for future research directions.  

 

Key findings  

This section discusses four key influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC 

policy identified by this study. These were: normalising discourses; plays of forces, 

including opportune political moments; the use of tactics; and conceptualisations of 

the purpose of ECEC that are narrow and conflicting. The features of each influence 

are outlined by drawing on examples from the data to show how that influence had 

an effect on policy. I then discuss the extent to which the findings from this study 

are consistent with existing literature, with particular reference to four recent 

Australian studies (Bowen, Zwi, Sainsbury, & Whitehead, 2009; Hunkin, 2016; 

Logan, Sumsion, & Press, 2013, 2015; and, Mulhearn, 2016); an Irish study 

(Bradley, 2011); and a Canadian study (Langford, Prentice, Richardson, & 

Albanese, 2016).  

 

The influence of normalising discourses 

Through a discursive analysis, this thesis has illuminated how normalising 

discourses influenced politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy in Australia. By 

normalising discourses, I mean discourses that were identified in this study as 

widely disseminated and accepted ways of understanding ECEC. Because they were 

‘normalised’, these discourses were often difficult to detect and disrupt. Three kinds 

of normalising discourses were evident.   

 

First, the persistent influence of maternalist discourses on politicians’ 

conceptualisations of ECEC was highlighted. The influence of maternalist 
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discourses was the specific focus of Article 2. In the transcripts of interviews 

undertaken for the study, NSW state and federal politicians’ discussions of ECEC 

reflected the influence of maternalist discourses in contemporary Australian politics. 

For instance, the influence of maternalist discourses was evident in the way 

politicians conceptualised ECEC as a service for working mothers. Maternalist 

discourses also narrowed and constrained politicians’ perceptions of the ECEC 

workforce, perpetuating the assumption that educators, being mainly women, were 

naturally inclined to care for children. One of the EC sector participants in the NSW 

ratio case study also made inferences to maternalist discourses having influenced 

policy decisions at that time. This participant had the impression that the NSW 

Premier’s ‘inner circle’ of male Ministers from senior portfolios such as Treasury 

and Finance, who made funding and regulatory decisions for ECEC, ignored the 

views of the female Minister for ECEC who was supportive of a ratio change. This 

example reflects possible sexism and the influence of maternalist discourses insofar 

as the ECEC portfolio seems widely perceived in politics to be a ‘soft’ policy area, 

more suitable to women, as Andrew articulated when describing appointments to the 

ECEC portfolio: you’d be on pretty safe ground to say that you know, [the ECEC 

portfolio has] suffered the discriminations of women have probably faced in 

parliament … I think that issue about women and social policy and sometimes 

they’re seen as suited to the softer roles, which is just … discrimination (P11, 

Andrew, Article 2).  

 

Second, neoliberal discourses, in various articulations, were also identified as 

influential. These articulations took the forms of human capital discourses (Articles 

2, 3, 4 and 5); business investment discourses (Articles 3 and 4); consumer 

discourses (Articles 2, 3 and 4); and productivity discourses (Articles 3, 4 and 5). 

For instance, in Article 3 I examined the ongoing influence of business and 

consumer discourses on politicians’ decisions to maintain the 1:5 staff to child ratio. 

These discourses remained influential even after the Cross-Sectoral Taskforce 

Majority Report indicated viability of a 1:4 staff to child ratio and government 

commissioned reports gave evidence of major employing bodies already 

implementing a 1:4 ratio prior it to being mandatory. In Article 4, I also examined 

the influence of business and consumer discourses on the Howard Federal 

Government’s ECEC policy, highlighting the influence of these normalising 



  

161 
  

discourses on both NSW state and federal politicians. Business and consumer 

discourses steered the Government’s policy decisions to primarily protect the 

interests of ‘investors’ in private child care and working parents as consumers of 

‘child care’. In a different articulation of neoliberal discourses, the Rudd Federal 

Government’s implementation of the human capital agenda and subsequent policy 

decisions reflected the influence of productivity and workforce justifications for 

investment in ECEC.   

 

Third, the discourse of neuroscience or ‘brain research’ was frequently nominated 

by politicians and ECEC participants in both case studies as highly influential on 

politicians’ decision making for ECEC policy. For example, an EC sector participant 

in the NSW ratio case study suggested that a range of pressure points, including 

what was perceived to be the compelling evidence of neuroscience, influenced the 

NSW Government to eventually change the staff to child ratio (Article 3). The 

national quality case study provided further examples of both politician and EC 

participants nominating neuroscience as having a significant influence on 

politicians’ policy decision making, particularly on the Rudd Government (Article 

4). Participants in the national quality case study indicated that graphic images 

portraying early brain development, such as images of a stunted ‘pruned’ brain 

(Millei, 2015), influenced politicians to accept neuroscience discourses as 

justifications for investment in ECEC. Evidence associated with the science of early 

brain development was also appealing because it fit within the push for evidence-

based policy in Australian politics (Head, 2014). 

 

The influence of these normalising discourses in their various articulations identified 

in this study is consistent with findings from other Australian empirical studies and 

policy analyses. For instance, empirical studies have shown that the combination of 

neuroscience and human capital discourses have a powerful influence on politicians’ 

decisions to adopt early childhood intervention policies (Bowen et al., 2009) and 

politicians’ decisions for investment in the early years more generally (Hunkin, 

2016). Policy analyses (Millei, 2015; Millei & Joronen, 2016; Prentice, 2009; Stuart, 

2013) of the influence of neuroscience and human capital discourses in Australia, 

Canada and Aotearoa/New Zealand have echoed the findings of empirical research. 
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Interestingly, the findings of the current study contrasted somewhat with recent 

empirical research in Ireland (Bradley, 2011) and an analysis of Irish policy texts 

(Kiersey, 2011), neither of which found neuroscience discourses to have penetrated 

ECEC policy decision making. Both Irish studies found a needs-based discourse, 

constituted by the intertwining of child development, neoliberal and maternalist 

discourses, to be the singular dominant discourse driving ECEC policy.  

 

Plays of forces including opportune political moments  

The influence of opportune political moments on politicians’ decision making was a 

key finding of both case studies. Opportune political moments are singular ‘events’ 

shaped by certain conditions that make possible particular policy decision making 

and action. These conditions are the relationships between multiple other singular 

events or a ‘play of forces’ (Foucault, 1991). In this study, the play of forces was 

sometimes a series of events within close chronological proximity to the opportune 

political moment. At other times, the play of forces could be traced over years as a 

gradual culmination that generated the opportune political moment for politicians to 

take policy action. Examples of opportune political moments and the plays of forces 

that constituted them are discussed below. 

 

A ‘play of forces’ can be observed in Article 3 when a series of macro events 

culminated to generate a specific political context in NSW and opportunity for 

policy change. The macro events included the impact of the global financial crisis on 

Federal and State Government ECEC policy; the release of international ECEC 

reports (OECD, 2006; UNICEF, 2008) highlighting Australia’s poor performance; 

and a change in federal government driven by the human capital agenda, which 

produced an opportune moment. This opportune moment presented the NSW 

Government with a chance to align with the 1:4 staff to child ratio campaigners and 

approve the new ratio.  

 

A specific alignment of three politicians in positions of ‘power’ also contributed to 

the opportune moment leading to the decision to change the ratio. This alignment 

included the elevation of Minister Carmel Tebbutt, from Minister for Community 
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Services (ECEC) in 2002 (who was known to support a change in ratio in 2002 but 

was overruled by more senior Government Ministers), to her position as Deputy 

Premier in 2008, when the 1:4 ratio was approved and announced by NSW ECEC 

Minister, Linda Burney. Concurrently at the Federal level, Julia Gillard was Deputy 

Prime Minister and Minister for ECEC, and Maxine McKew, a high profile 

parliamentary secretary, was heading up the newly formed Office for Early 

Childhood Education and Childcare. McKew’s interest in improving quality 

nationally, particularly in terms of improving ratios and educator qualifications, was 

widely known (McKew, 2012). The appointments of Tebbutt, Gillard and McKew in 

positions of political power, all known supporters of improving ECEC quality, 

coincided with the announcement of the ratio change. 

 

The events leading to the NSW ratio change in 2008 are an example of a gradual 

play of forces that slowly coalesced to produce the opportune political moment. The 

opportune moment occurred as a result of macro events causing the neoliberal 

agenda to momentarily waver, allowing alternate discourses to influence politicians’ 

decision making, even if only temporarily. The play of forces also included the 

tactical alignment of politicians in key positions of ‘power’ at the state and federal 

levels, and is a reminder that the political ‘machine’ is implicated in ECEC policy 

decisions, not just the Minister responsible for the ECEC portfolio  

 

Another example of a somewhat faster ‘play of forces’ is discussed in Article 4 

when two international scholars visited Australia in 2006 and 2007 to present 

findings of their research. The researchers were economist and Nobel Laureate 

James Heckman, and scientist/physician Fraser Mustard. Heckman presented 

evidence of significant long-term cost-benefit from investing in ECEC while 

Mustard presented findings from neuroscience to contend that there are critical 

periods in early brain development. Heckman’s research was future-oriented, 

providing justifications for investing in the early years for long-term social and 

economic benefit. It fell within human capital and neoliberal discourses that 

positioned the child as a commodity of future productivity. Both Heckman and 

Mustard were promoting research findings situated in normalising discourses. To 

enhance their influence, Heckman and Mustard joined three notable Australian 
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professors of paediatrics and child health, Frank Oberklaid, Graham Vimpani and 

Fiona Stanley, who assisted with promoting the research findings in various forums, 

including conferences and meetings with Australian Government officials.  

 

Several politician and EC sector participants in this study emphasised the strong 

influence that Heckman and Mustard, and the Australian professors who 

championed their work, had on the Rudd Government. Further evidence of the 

influence of these professors can be found in Rudd Government policy texts that 

referenced the research. Several factors contributed to generating this play of forces. 

First, Heckman and Mustard were ‘sanctioned’ speakers of high international 

standing reporting on research in reputable, respected fields of knowledge. Second, 

they had a physical presence in Australian policy circles so their research was not 

merely findings on paper but linked to personal interactions with policy makers (e.g. 

politician and EC participants in this research referred to them by name). Their 

physical presence was enhanced by the presence of high ranking and respected 

Australian paediatricians. Finally, the timing of their visits to Australia were 

calculated to coincide with the height of an election campaign and promised reforms 

driven by the human capital agenda, to achieve maximum tactical impact. The 

Heckman/Mustard example shows how a play of forces is constituted by a range of 

discursive practices, as evidenced in the techniques employed by these researchers 

and paediatricians of high standing to promote economic and neuroscience research. 

The play of forces generated the conditions through which the research was noticed 

by politicians and the techniques used to influence the Rudd Government to embed 

the economic and neuroscience research in ECEC policy. 

 

A further example at the national level of a rapid play of forces leading to an 

opportune political moment occurred during changes to national quality policy in 

2006, an era of particularly swift political decision making and action. For instance 

in Article 4, I discussed how the nationally broadcast program Insight, which ran an 

episode on child care, provided a publicly scrutinised opportunity for the Shadow 

Minister for Childcare, other politicians and advocates/activists to attempt to 

influence government policy decisions. In canvassing a range of views on ways to 

address perceived problems in quality, access and affordability of ECEC, the 
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program host interviewed the Federal Minister, Shadow Minister, other politicians, 

parents and a range of high profile ECEC experts. This particular moment of 

concentrated media attention was considered by several EC participants in this study 

as an opportune moment to influence policy change. In particular, several EC 

participants in this study commented that an ECEC expert interviewed on the 

program as a representative of the non-profit ECEC sector suggested that the 

Government implement unprecedented unannounced regulatory inspections of 

ECEC settings. The participants in this study believed that the expert’s suggestion 

appealed to the Minister’s style of regimented governing due to previously working 

in the armed forces. They also believed that the weight of this ECEC expert’s 

opinion, aired via national television, influenced the Minister to include 

unannounced regulatory inspections in the child care ‘overhaul’ shortly after.  

 

Opportune political moments have been conceptualised in other empirical studies 

and policy literature in various ways. For instance Australian researchers Logan, 

Sumsion and Press (2013, 2015) examined the workings of ‘critical junctures’ in 

ECEC policy. Their empirical study examined how key events collided to produce a 

moment, a ‘critical juncture’, where policy departed from previous trajectories 

(Logan et al., 2013). Critical junctures have some similarities to opportune political 

moments, in that they both involve analysing the key events or ‘plays of forces’ that 

occur to produce a significant policy opportunity for change. However, the analysis 

of critical junctures is also concerned with lasting impact and ideational change, 

while the study reported in this thesis examined opportune political moments in 

terms of influences on politicians’ decision making.  

 

In another Australian study, Hunkin (2016) analysed how quality was constructed in 

ECEC policy after the 2007 Federal election. Hunkin similarly argued that a series 

of factors resulted in the manifestation of the reform agenda under the Rudd 

Government. These factors included transnational policy networks that were 

promoting the cost-benefit studies of investing in ECEC, and the growing influence 

of human capital discourses that purported ECEC could ameliorate social and 

educational problems (Sumsion et al, 2009, as cited in Hunkin, 2016). Policy 

manifestations resulting from key influences were also discussed by Bowen et al. 
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(2009) in their Australian study of influences on politicians’ decision making for 

early childhood intervention policy. Bowen et al. found a connection between the 

timing of research publications and the effectiveness of their influence.  

 

In Ireland, Bradley (2011) found policy making patterns to be predominantly ‘slow 

and incremental’ with some moments of ‘rapid and swift’ policy development. 

Bradley described two kinds of catalysts that led to rapid and swift policy changes: 

trigger events in the wider ECEC policy environment and the ability of policy 

makers to exploit the window of opportunity, both of which can be likened to 

mechanisms of a play of forces. She found moments of political crisis, such as that 

generated by the global financial crisis of 2007-08, often proved to be opportunities 

for policy actors to drive through rapid policy change. A similar finding of the 

present study was examined in detail in Article 3, which illuminated the political and 

policy opportunities that arose in the aftermath of the global financial crisis. 

 

Patterns in policy making were also observed by Canadian policy researchers, 

Langford et al. (2016), whose empirical study investigated relations between ECEC 

advocates and Canadian Government officials between 2003 and 2005. Langford et 

al. found that neo-liberalism was not as heavily influential on ECEC policy when the 

government ideology reflected more progressive attitudes and fostered a socio-

political climate conducive to cooperative advocate-government relations (Langford 

et al., 2016). Like Bradley (2011), Langford et al. found the receptive socio-political 

climate opened a window of opportunity for government-advocate relations which 

was “a critical condition for cooperation” (Langford et al., 2016, p. 14).  

 

Some further parallels can be drawn between the study reported in this thesis and the 

empirical studies discussed above. For instance, all empirical studies, including the 

current study, point to the influence of the socio-political environment creating ebbs 

and flows in policy contexts that sometimes produce key ‘moments’ through which 

a significant policy decision takes place. A second parallel is the role of crises or 

instability that create windows of opportunity for policy change.  
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The influence of tactics  

The influence of tactics on politicians’ decision making was a key finding of this 

study. By tactics, I refer to Foucauldian conceptualisations that assert tactics are 

intentional struggles of individuals and groups in political contexts to access power 

though confrontation (Foucault, 1994). Tactics, as singular events, can be 

components of a ‘play of forces’. The following examples, drawn from both case 

studies, illuminate a distinction between the influence of politicians’ tactics on other 

politicians; public servants’ tactics on politicians; and advocate/activists’ tactics on 

politicians. I show how tactics were implicated in plays of forces and in generating 

opportune political moments. 

 

 The influence of politicians’ tactics on politicians 

The NSW ratio case study reported in Article 3 provides examples of the influence 

of politicians’ tactics on other politicians. For instance, EC sector participant 

testimony indicated that in 2002 the NSW Minister for ECEC, while personally 

supportive of a change in ratio, was eventually overturned by higher ranking cabinet 

Ministers from Treasury and Finance who did not support a change in ratio. 

According to this testimony, these higher ranking Ministers deployed tactics to 

ensure a change in ratio was perceived by the NSW Parliament to be unviable. Their 

tactics included emphasising an increase in costs to families, and excluding or 

ignoring the view of the Minister responsible for the ECEC portfolio. By overriding 

the opinion of the Minister for ECEC, Treasury and Finance Ministers may have 

caused an unintended effect. In response, the Minister for ECEC established the 

Cross-Sectoral Taskforce to investigate possible strategies to enable a 1:4 ratio with 

minimal cost increases. This example indicates that the Minister for ECEC in 2002 

was pressured and overridden by higher ranking colleagues which possibly had the 

strategic effect of compelling the Minister for ECEC to devise alternative political 

tactics. The example also shows that relations of power between politicians can be 

struggles over influence and decision making.  
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Such struggles were highlighted in Hunkin’s (2016) Australian study of national 

quality policy. For instance, one of Hunkin’s participants described the Cabinet and 

Treasury practice of scrutinising every dollar spent and expecting evidence of 

improved outcomes as a result. Using this example, Hunkin argued Cabinet and 

Treasury tactically deployed human capital discourses to measure performance and 

intensify “performativity and accountability structures” (p. 15). In Ireland, Bradley 

similarly found that the Department of Finance was the ultimate power-house and 

the “possessor of critical persuasive sway” (Bradley, 2011, p. 138), for decisions 

affecting ECEC policy. The Department of Finance in Ireland, Bradley found, had a 

culture of solitary decision making and embedded resistance to ECEC as a tactic to 

avoid implied increased budget allocations. Bradley’s findings are similarly 

reflected in the present study with regard to the insular and resisting culture of the 

NSW Treasury and Finance ministers to implied cost increases to the Government. 

 

The national quality case study reported in Article 4 also provided evidence of 

politicians deploying tactics to influence other politicians. For instance, media 

reports indicated there were tensions between the Victorian Premier and the Howard 

Government during the development of the National Reform Agenda (NRA). 

Government documents minuting meetings between the state and territory leaders 

and the Federal government indicated that the Howard Government, while agreeing 

to implementation of the NRA, was not committed to significant ECEC reforms. 

The Howard Government tactically tempered the Victorian Premier’s push for 

increasing availability and access to child care by highlighting the importance of 

spending in other policy areas first. This example makes visible that relations 

between politicians can be driven by tactical decisions in other policy areas, which 

then indirectly affect ECEC policy. 

 

Tensions between government departments involved in ECEC policy were 

highlighted in one other empirical study. In Ireland, Bradley’s (2011) participants 

reported on the often conflicting views on ECEC policy held by different 

government departments and their respective Ministers. However, Bradley did not 

refer to the relations between politicians/ministers so much as to the different 

government departments more generally. Tactics used by politicians to influence 
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other politicians seems to be an under-researched area in policy studies, reflecting to 

some degree the closed and elitist (Bradley, 2011) nature of policy decision making. 

 

The influence of public servants’ tactics on politicians 

The national policy case study provided examples of public servants employing 

tactics to influence politicians’ decision making during the development of the 

National Reform Agenda (NRA). In Article 4, I showed that senior public servants, 

predominantly from the state of Victoria, deployed a series of tactics to eventually 

influence the Rudd Government to accept and implement the NRA once elected. 

Notably, the NRA was devised by public servants several years prior to the election 

of the Rudd Government. It was developed in the policy subterranean – the behind 

the scenes work of policy makers – over several years. The findings highlighted that 

the Howard Government rejected at least one version of the NRA prepared by the 

senior public servants before being fine-tuned and eventually becoming politically 

palatable to the Rudd Government. The NRA therefore eventually surfaced in the 

public policy context due to a play of forces that created an opportune moment for 

the NRA to materialise in the pre- and post-election policies of the Rudd 

Government.  

 

In very similar findings to this study, Bradley (2011) used the term ‘entrepreneurial 

public servants’ to describe public servants who employed “manipulative strategic 

tactics” (p. 150) to achieve policy goals. Predominantly, Bradley’s participants’ 

strategies and tactics involved taking advantage of ‘windows of opportunity’ and the 

use of ‘salami tactics’ when policy windows were not available. Bradley described 

salami tactics as the practice of working on policy problems over a longer period of 

time and securing support for policy proposals in stages of a process towards long 

term policy goals. The use of salami tactics and taking windows of opportunity are 

characteristic of the tactics used by the public servants in the present study to 

influence politicians to adopt the NRA. In particular, the present study supports 

Bradley’s findings that public servants’ tactics involved presenting policy proposals 

within the parameters of politicians’ “safety zones” (p. 255) to avoid politicians 

having policy anxiety leading to inaction. Hunkin (2016) similarly found that 
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Australian public servants intervened in the development of the Early Years 

Learning Framework in order to rewrite content and insert outcomes. Hunkin (2016) 

described this process as being “tactically imbued with government ambition and 

ideology” (p. 15), reflecting that curriculum documents can also present risks to 

politicians if content ventures outside of political ‘safety zones’. 

 

Participants in the national quality case study analysed in Article 4 also reported the 

significant influence public servants had on the development of the National Quality 

Framework (NQF) and the national reforms. They perceived this influence to be 

greater than that of the state and federal ministers and their advisers on the content 

of the NQF, however, the participants did concede that ministerial final approval 

was still paramount. Three participants involved in the development of NQF projects 

reported that some public servants also involved in the projects employed 

negotiating tactics that, perhaps inadvertently, often caused state and territory 

negotiations to fall to the lowest common denominator (ECQ14, Mikayla, Article 4). 

These tactics could be in part attributed to the historical impact of Australian 

federalism on the culture of relations between public servants who took a parochial 

view (ECQ14, Mikayla, Article 4) when representing various jurisdictions. The 

tendency for negotiations to spiral down in this fast paced policy context was also 

likely related to the other national reforms being pursued at the time which may 

have meant ECEC policy was compromised, as suggested by one of the participants. 

 

These findings are corroborated in another Australian empirical study. Hunkin 

(2016) found senior public servants to be highly influential during the writing of the 

Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF). Hunkin’s (2016) senior public servant 

participant reported that the first draft of the EYLF prepared by a consortium of 29 

ECEC academics, service providers, representatives from peak organisations, 

practitioners and consultants (Sumsion et al., 2009), was rejected by the senior 

public servants, who commenced writing a second version, assisted by a few 

academics from the consortium. In a different account of the same policy context, 

Mulhearn’s (2016) empirical study reported on her role as one of the senior public 

servants involved in the EYLF working group, and her attempt at the time to 

approach policy making with an ethics of care. For instance, Mulhearn (2016) 
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questions her role in negotiating the content of the EYLF by asking “How do I 

balance the needs identified nationally with the needs identified by my jurisdiction? 

Whose needs get to be met?” (p. 150). Her account indicates it is possible for ethical 

considerations to inform and drive the tactics of public servants.  

 

 The influence of advocate/activists’ tactics on politicians 

Both case studies provide examples of advocates and activists deploying tactics to 

influence politicians. For example, in the NSW ratio case study reported in Article 3, 

proponents of improved ratios organised a meeting with for-profit providers who 

had resisted a ratio change, in order to reach an ‘in-principle’ agreement that a 1:4 

staff to child ratio could be viable. This in-principle agreement was then 

communicated to the Minister. The tactic of bringing opposing forces together, 

rather than excluding dissenting views, was another compelling reason for the 

Minister for ECEC to establish the Cross-Sectoral Taskforce with members from the 

non-profit and for-profit sectors. Hence, the Cross-Sectoral Taskforce was 

established as a result of a play of forces: tactics employed by Treasury and Finance 

Ministers to overrule the Minister for ECEC; tactics subsequently employed by the 

Minister for ECEC to subvert the political resistance she was experiencing; and the 

tactics employed by advocates/activists to influence the Minister for ECEC to 

continue to pursue a 1:4 staff to child ratio. The tactical move by advocates/activists 

to accept those who dissented to a ratio change as ‘worthy adversaries’ resonates 

with the theory of agonism. Although the data does not suggest that agonism was an 

overt tactic of advocates/activists, it reflects the principles of agonism and provides 

an example of politicians choosing to engage with advocate/activists who adopted an 

approach similar to agonism.  

 

Campaigners for improved ratios also engaged in discursive tactics during their 

attempts to influence politicians. Several NSW ratio case study EC participants 

discussed their use of a range of discourses when negotiating with politicians. 

Participants reported using children’s rights discourses to contest the dominant 

discourses influencing NSW politicians on ECEC policy, but for the most part relied 

on normalising discourses to convey their message. One participant described this 
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influencing tactic as letting politicians hear what they want to hear (ECR6, Joanne, 

Article 3). In the national quality case study, the ECEC expert who took advantage 

of the ‘opportune political moment’ to influence the Minister on the Insight 

television program (Article 4) is perhaps another example of an advocate tactically 

appealing to the Minister’s preferred governing and language styles.   

 

As outlined in the normalising discourses and opportune political moment sections 

above, the national quality case study found Australian ECEC and child health 

advocates promoted neuroscience and economic research to influence politicians to 

invest in ECEC. In doing so, they used a range of tactics. These tactics included 

bringing international scholars into Australian policy circles in the lead up to a 

federal election; facilitating presentations of Heckman and Mustard’s research at a 

range of forums; and timing the scholars’ visits to coincide with the release of the 

Starting Strong II report (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 

2006). Starting Strong II had a particularly strong impact on Australian policy 

circles because it highlighted Australia’s poor standing compared to other 

participating OECD countries.  

 

The tactics of engagement used by advocates/activists attempting to influence 

politicians has been investigated in other empirical studies. With similar findings to 

the present study, Bradley (2011) found no evidence of aggressive or controversial 

advocacy/activism tactics in her study, with all policy actors complying with the 

“rules of the game” (p. 242) in order to maintain relations and insider status in the 

policy making sphere. Langford et al. (2016) however, report on a different policy 

making culture in Canada, where advocate/activist strategies relied on both 

cooperative and conflictual tactics for influencing politicians. Despite the different 

approaches to advocacy strategies, the Irish and Canadian studies both noted that 

government funding of individual EC organisations had an impact on the way the 

organisation approached advocacy. For example, Bradley described that the 

dependency some organisations had on government funding “curtailed their 

advocacy strategies to cordial exchange-based consultation and subtle persuasive 

strategies of influence given the inherent threat of funding withdrawal” (p. 124). The 

impact of government funding on the tactics employed by Australian ECEC 



  

173 
  

advocacy and activism organisations was not investigated in the present study but is 

nevertheless a potentially worthwhile consideration for future investigations of 

influence on ECEC policy making. 

 

The influence of narrow or conflicting conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC 

The final key finding of the study reported in this thesis relates to the influence of 

narrow or conflicting conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC on politicians’ 

understandings and decision making. The interview data and policy text resources 

from this study suggest politicians’ narrow or conflicting conceptions of ECEC were 

in part due to the influence of normalising discourses that established the parameters 

of what was possible to ‘know’ and ‘think’ about ECEC and how those ideas were 

realised in policy. Here, I consider other factors that influenced politicians’ 

conceptions of ECEC to be narrow or conflicting. Both case studies provide 

examples.  

 

First, through analysis of politicians’ interview transcripts and analysis of policy 

texts this study found most of the politician participants held multiple 

conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC. These included believing the purpose of 

ECEC to be: an early intervention strategy; preparation for school; a service to 

enable parental workforce participation; an investment for business owners; and 

early education (Articles 2-5). These multiple purposes indicated that a range of 

discursive constructions influenced the politicians’ thinking, including ‘narratives of 

salvation’ (Sumsion et al., 2009), and discourses of scientific early education, 

national work and women’s work (Wong, 2006). Tension between politicians’ 

multiple conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC was apparent. For example, in 

the interview with politician Penny (P5, Article 3) conceptual tensions were evident 

when she spoke about ECEC serving both the purposes of providing a high quality 

early education for children as well as providing an income to business owners. 

These policy tensions were sources of frustration for many of the EC sector 

participants in this study. For example, James argued that in the current funding 

environment: quality and affordability [don’t] actually sit together…Quality costs. 

And if we constantly go down the affordability argument, we’re going to find it 

extremely difficult to progress quality (ECR1, James, Article 3). Alternative funding 
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arrangements could potentially ameliorate problems associated with competing 

conceptualisations. 

 

Politicians’ memorable personal experiences also contributed to their narrow and 

sometimes competing conceptualisations of ECEC. For example, one politician 

declared that her vision for ECEC was for safe and happy children and education 

was extra icing on the cake (P4, Gwen, Article 5). As a NSW politician, where the 

ECEC portfolio has historically been paired with community services and child 

welfare portfolios, this politician’s conceptualisation of the purpose of ECEC was 

influenced by powerful and distressing situations she was exposed to in the child 

welfare portfolio. From this politician’s perspective, child welfare concerns 

overshadowed the educational importance of ECEC. The findings suggest, within 

the context of this study, that the housing of the ECEC portfolio in government 

ministries has an influence on how politicians perceive the purpose of ECEC and 

how they link their personal knowledge and experiences to ECEC’s purpose. 

 

Problems associated with the range of competing conceptualisations of the purpose 

of ECEC have been discussed extensively in ECEC literature. The “breathtakingly 

malleable” (Prentice, 2009, p. 687) range of purposes ECEC is purported to meet 

have also been substantiated in empirical research. Bradley’s (2011) Irish study 

found conflicting conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC between 

politicians/public servants and a range of interest groups. Her research found that 

politicians/public servants drew predominantly from economic investment models to 

conceptualise the purpose of ECEC, which presented tensions with the new 

sociology of childhood/children’s rights models that were driving interest groups. In 

their analysis of constructions of quality in Australian ECEC policy, Logan et al. 

(2015) found that politicians’ conceptualisation of ‘quality’ resulted in policy 

tensions such as an emphasis in stronger national standards not being matched by 

funding mechanisms to support improving workforce qualifications. 
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Summary 

This Discussion has shown that influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC 

policy are generated by “a broad complex set of relations between people and 

events” (Bown, 2013, p. 103). While the four key findings were discussed 

separately, their interrelatedness was also demonstrated in the examples provided. 

Normalising discourses, macro events, a range of stakeholder tactics, and 

politicians’ conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC, were shown to constitute 

plays of forces that generated opportune political moments for politicians’ decision 

making. 

 

Limitations of the study 

In this section, I discuss five limitations of the study that warrant acknowledgement. 

First, while semi-structured interviews were an appropriate format for the purposes 

of the research and the demographic of the participants, a single hour-long interview 

is not without limitations. For instance, the single opportunity and relatively short 

time span of the interview pose challenges for building rapport and trust with 

interviewees (Fontana & Frey, 2005). My relative inexperience in moving in policy 

circles and in conducting ‘elite’ interviews would also have impacted on data 

generation. A more experienced interviewer may have elicited deeper and more 

informative responses.  

 

Second, of the political cohort, only nine politicians and three public servants 

participated in the study, and only one of the politicians was a Minister at the time of 

the interview. All the other politician participants represented the Opposition, minor 

parties and independents. Furthermore, the study only involved federal and NSW 

state politicians. This relatively small pool of politicians is not necessarily 

representative of all Australian politicians and therefore generalisations cannot be 

drawn from this study. The lack of government ministers in the study would have 

also affected the findings, particularly in relation to influences on the respective 

governments’ ECEC policy decisions at the time the study was conducted.  
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Third, the research design relied quite heavily on the perceptions of a relatively 

small sample of EC advocates/activists, mainly representing the Eastern states of 

Australia. Some of their perceptions were likely based on partial understandings of 

the inner workings of the policy making sphere, and therefore were possibly 

speculative and not necessarily accurate. Furthermore, when speculating about 

influences on politicians’ decision making EC sector participants could have been 

influenced by their own political views and causes to which they were strongly 

committed. These personal viewpoints may have affected how certain influences 

were perceived and described. 

 

Fourth, despite my intentions to remain as distanced from my activist positionality 

as possible, I came to the conclusion that activist-researcher entanglements were 

unavoidable and produced both synergies and tensions during the study, which I 

discuss in-depth in the next section. The limitations that my activist-researcher 

positionality might have had on the study include unintentionally accepting at face 

value EC participant testimony and failing to critically scrutinise their recollections. 

Despite my best intentions, these pre-existing relationships may have influenced my 

analysis and interpretations. 

 

Finally, the relatively small number of participants in this study (9 politicians, 3 

public servants and 21 high profile EC advocates/activists) does not allow the 

findings of the study to be generalised to other contexts. Nevertheless, as with the 

nature of instrumental case studies, the findings do allow for the phenomenon in 

question, the workings of influence on politicians’ decision making, to be 

understood within the context of two key policy sites and are useful for practitioners 

and policy makers insofar as permitting an “extension of experience” (Stake, 2005, 

p. 460). By extension of experience I mean, using the example of this study, drawing 

from the findings of the present study to reflect on how influence might work in 

other policy contexts. It could also mean using the case study design of the present 

study as a guide for generating further case studies in other policy contexts or 

learning from the challenges that arose when recruiting elite participants. 
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Implications of the study 

In this section, I propose some of the implications arising from investigating 

influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy. Implications are 

presented in relation to three areas: politicians and the policy context; advocacy and 

activism; and future research directions. 

 

Implications for the politicians and the policy context 

The findings of this thesis offer two key considerations for politicians and their 

future decisions for ECEC policy. First, politicians and other key political figures, 

such as policy advisors, could reduce policy tensions created by competing 

conceptualisations of the purpose of ECEC. One way politicians might begin to 

address policy tensions is by developing new ways to engage with the ECEC sector, 

families and the wider community to generate a shared vision for the early years that 

builds on and enhances the National Quality Framework. Generating a shared vision 

that ameliorates the problems associated with competing conceptualisations of the 

purpose of ECEC is a recommendation also made by the OECD (2006). This might 

occur, over several years, through widespread genuine consultation with the EC 

sector, and forums and focus groups with community members. Some targeted, 

reliable media platforms might also be utilised to communicate with various 

communities. Part of this consultation process would involve recognition by 

politicians and key policy makers of the dominant, normalising discourses currently 

driving ECEC policy in Australia, and being open to alternative arguments for 

investing in ECEC. In generating a shared vision, the tensions created by competing 

conceptualisations about the purpose of ECEC might be significantly reduced. Given 

plays of forces can be generated over longer periods of time, developing a shared 

vision need not necessarily occur within the confines of an electoral term. Political 

parties that are open to the possibilities for reimagining ECEC futures could 

therefore consider generating a shared vision over time, even if not in government.  

 

The second key consideration for politicians’ ECEC policy decision making relates 

to how the ECEC portfolio is managed. The study highlighted the potentially 

detrimental effect that regular changes to the ministerial housing of the ECEC 

portfolio could have on both ECEC policy continuity and political and social 
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perceptions of the purpose of ECEC. Politicians and key political figures could work 

towards securing a permanent ‘home’ for the ECEC portfolio. This permanent home 

would be decided as a result of generating a shared vision of the purpose and goals 

for formalised ECEC in Australia. Continuity of ministers assigned to the ECEC 

portfolio is also an important consideration, as highlighted in the analysis, that could 

assist in achieving greater policy continuity. 

 

Implications for advocacy and activism  

Four implications for advocates and activists are drawn from the study. First, the 

findings indicate that ‘plays of forces’ are not necessarily an ad hoc series of events. 

Rather, plays of forces can be actively generated to produce opportune political 

moments. For instance, senior public servants worked over many years on a series of 

‘plays’ that eventually led to the opportune political moment when their policy 

agenda, the NRA, materialised. Similarly, advocates and activists working on the 

ratio campaign were engaged in generating plays of forces over more than six years, 

allowing them to capitalise on an opportune political moment to influence the NSW 

Government to change the ratio. The study therefore indicates that long-term 

planning of advocates’ and activists’ tactics as components of a play of forces is a 

potentially powerful way to influence policy change. In actively generating 

components of plays of forces using advocate/activist tactics, dominant discourses 

have the potential to be destabilised. This thesis has also highlighted how 

advocate/activists’ tactics do not always need to represent personal beliefs, but can 

be employed to appeal to politicians’ existing frames of reference. This tactic, while 

used cautiously and consciously by the participants in this study, proved to be a 

particularly powerful way to access politicians and influence their thinking. 

 

Part of the long term planning might also involve attempting to anticipate opportune 

political moments. The study made visible that the culmination of plays of forces 

produce particular moments that motivate politicians to take action. The findings 

suggest that there are some signs that might predict opportune moments. For 

instance, widespread electoral unrest and a shift in sentiment could be one sign of an 

impending opportune moment. Another sign of an impending opportune political 

moment could be the occurrence of one or several planned events that involve 
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politicians and high profile media scrutiny. In understanding plays of forces and the 

potential signs that could suggest or predict an opportune political moment, 

advocates and activists may be in an advantageous position to influence politicians. 

 

The third insight that arises from this study for advocates and activists is the need to 

recognise and resist disciplining strategies that work to demean or silence advocate 

and activist voices. I argued in Article 5 that the characterisation of the ECEC sector 

as fragmented may be a political tactic to disparage and silence the ECEC sector. 

Reconfiguring traditional ‘accepted wisdom’ about the ECEC sector is a potentially 

useful tactic for advocates/activists and may generate new understandings of ways to 

engage with politicians. This study also makes more visible how politicians and 

public servants deploy tactics to influence decision making. Advocates and activists 

can learn from historical analyses of plays of forces to better understand the kinds of 

tactics used to influence policy change and adapt those tactics to suit advocacy and 

activist campaigns. 

  

Finally, this study points to the theory and practice of agonism as a potential tool for 

advocacy and activist work. Experimentation with agonism as a tactic and a way to 

generate plays of forces that engage dissent rather than attempt to achieve permanent 

consensus, may be one way ECEC advocates and activists can influence policy 

processes. For instance, approaching private and public discussions of ECEC policy 

with the spirit of agonism would mean perceiving politicians or other ECEC sector 

representatives with dissenting/diverse views as ‘worthy adversaries’. This then 

would allow a public space of contestation to be opened where hegemony can be 

challenged by persistently contesting and debating in this public space. Temporary 

settlements can be reached within this atmosphere of contest and debate. Agonism, 

as an ongoing practice of perpetually holding the adversary to account, is a potential 

tactic for challenging the influence of normalising discourses on politicians’ 

conceptualisation of the purpose of ECEC. 
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Implications for future research directions 

Four implications for future research directions have been identified. This study has 

found that ECEC policy in Australia over the past decade has been driven by 

neoliberal, maternalist and neuroscience discourses that marginalise other policy 

justifications. To further explore dominating influences in ECEC policy, additional 

studies involving Ministerial politicians and their policy advisors would shed further 

light on the hidden dimensions of policy making processes. This study also pointed 

to the impact of NSW ministers in the Departments of Treasury and Finance on 

shaping ECEC policy through neoliberal and human capital driven resource 

allocation decisions, wielding significant power in policy decision making. A deeper 

investigation of the role of Treasury and Finance officials in shaping ECEC policy, 

at state and federal levels, would provide another layer of complexity on 

investigations of influence in ECEC policy. Future research that expanded the 

participant selection criteria to include ministers and policy advisors in the state and 

federal Departments of Treasury and Finance would be warranted.  

 

As indicated previously, single hour long interviews present some challenges to data 

generation. A second implication for future research could be to expand the methods 

traditionally used to interview elite participants. Holding focus groups with a range 

of key policy stakeholders including politicians, for example, might generate 

insights into influences on policy processes that individual interviews would not 

elicit (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005). While recruitment of politician participants 

for focus groups could be challenging, it might appeal to policy advisors if the 

politicians’ participation led to them gaining new insights about ECEC policy. 

Public servants might be similarly interested in participating if they were able to 

obtain clearance to do so. 

 

Existing literature asserts the need for a focus on generating visionary ECEC policy 

(Fraser, 2000; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Press & Skattebol, 2007; Sumsion & 

Grieshaber, 2012). Yet the EC participants in this study felt there were a lack of 

public spaces to debate and contest policy futures. More research is needed to 

experiment with how such spaces might be generated and supported. 

Experimentation with the practice of agonism, through case studies or action 
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research could provide practical examples of ways advocates and activists are 

attempting to create such spaces.  

 

The final implication relates to future research and concerns investigating further the 

productive potential of reconfiguring policy making as a ‘play of forces’. The 

present study has shown that reconfiguring policy making in this way highlights the 

active role a range of key stakeholders can have in generating plays of forces and 

how, to some extent, opportune political moments that result from plays of forces 

might be predicted. Further research in this area would make more visible the kinds 

of tactics used in plays of forces by various stakeholders and the impact those tactics 

have on generating conditions for politicians’ to make particular policy decisions. 

Further studies that examine changes to advocates’ and activists’ tactical approaches 

over time would also assist understandings of the environmental factors that affect 

tactical potency in various contexts. 

 

In the Concluding Reflections chapter that follows, I turn to reflect on the insights I 

have gained as an activist-researcher conducting this doctoral study. First, I discuss 

what I have learnt about policy making processes in Australia. Second, I reflect on 

how I have changed as an activist and researcher over the course of the study. Third, 

I present two key insights from undertaking research with elite participants. Finally, 

I discuss whether I have achieved what I set out to achieve. 
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Concluding reflections 
 

Every time I have tried to do a piece of theoretical work it has been on 
the basis of elements of my own experience: always in connection with 
processes I saw unfolding around me. It was always because I thought I 
identified cracks, silent tremors, and dysfunctions in things I saw, 
institutions I was dealing with, or my relations with others, that I set 
out to do a piece of work, and each time was partly a fragment of 
autobiography. I am not a retired activist who would now like to go 
back on duty. My way of working hasn’t changed much; but what I 
expect from it is that it will continue to change me (Foucault, 1988, p. 
458). 

 

Foucault’s reflection resonated with my own sense of self as teacher-activist-

researcher during the life of this doctoral study. While on a much more modest scale 

than Foucault’s work, this study grew from my experiences participating in an early 

childhood activist organisation, and as a teacher-activist attempting to influence 

politicians. My experiences in these roles brought me to question the dysfunctions 

and cracks, the tremors and silences that I detected in policy contexts.  

 

Fragmentation has been a recurring theme in this thesis. It has been used to 

characterise the ECEC policy context, relations between ECEC sector organisations 

and individuals, as well as relations between the ECEC sector and politicians. The 

notion of ‘fragments’ surface again in this Conclusion as a way to think about how 

engaging in a doctoral study contains, as Foucault describes, fragments of an 

autobiography – shards of time captured in words in which I have grappled with the 

entangled positionalities of activist and researcher. In finalising this thesis, I look 

back on how my way of working has continued to change me. 

 

In this concluding chapter, I retrospectively discuss personal insights arising from 

this study that now seem particularly salient to ongoing activist work in a 

challenging and evolving ECEC policy context in Australia. I start by considering 

what I have learnt about policy making from undertaking this doctoral study and 

relate it to the current policy context. Next, I discuss how I have changed as an 

activist and researcher over the course of the study. I then take stock of two key 
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insights I gained from conducting interviews with politicians. In the final section, I 

discuss whether I have achieved what I set out to achieve and what, in retrospect, I 

might have done differently. I conclude the thesis with some final thoughts. 

 

New insights into policy making 

The 2007 National Reform Agenda for ECEC commenced with the election of the 

Rudd Labor Government. More than eight years later, the ECEC policy context is 

still undergoing considerable change. Implementation of the National Quality 

Framework was scheduled to occur incrementally over more than a decade, as each 

jurisdiction found suitable ways to implement new standards and processes for 

managing a reformed national system. In addition to the reforms, a change in 

Federal Government in 2013 brought new challenges to the ECEC sector. These 

challenges included moves by the Abbott/Turnbull Coalition Government to 

streamline the childcare subsidy system and proposals to lower some of the 

standards established in the new quality standards (Mulhearn, 2016). Advocacy and 

activist work, therefore, remains a central concern for the ECEC sector. What 

insights then does this thesis provide for advocates and activists who are undertaking 

the work of protecting the existing policy gains made in the 2007 reforms, and for 

dreaming up new policy possibilities for the future?  

 

First, the concept of influence is a critical consideration for policy researchers and 

advocates/activists attempting to engage in policy contexts. Through conducting this 

study, I now strongly agree with Stone’s contention that “influence – in all its 

varieties and degrees of strength – is one of the central elements in politics” (Stone, 

2002, p. 24). Nonetheless, the theoretical underpinning informing the 

conceptualisation of influence affects how this ‘central element’ is understood. For 

instance, in this study, influence was conceptualised as the ability to access power in 

various ways through deployment of discourses and tactics by a range of 

stakeholders. Despite finding this particular Foucauldian conceptualisation of 

influence to be useful and productive, I can also see the potential for other 

conceptualisations of influence in policy making to enhance existing understandings. 

For example, utilizing Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notion of the ‘refrain’ holds 

many possibilities for thinking about influences on politicians.  
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The refrain, according to Deleuze and Guattari (1987), is a familiar, internalised 

rhythm that marks a territory around a set of practices. They use the example of a 

spider web to propose there is a sequence or rhythm involved in the code of being a 

spider and a fly that generates the spider web. In making the web, “the spider had a 

fly in its head, a fly ‘motif’, a fly ‘refrain’” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 346). In 

the policy context, ‘the refrain’ could be used to conceptualise how politicians and 

advocates/activists anticipate each other’s rhythms or patterns when interacting in 

policy making spaces. The concept of the refrain poses questions for me such as: 

What is a politician’s motif? What are advocates’ and activists’ refrains? What kinds 

of ‘codes’ mark out policy territories? Where might opportunities exist to de-

territorialise and depart from the familiar, comfortable advocacy/activism refrains to 

find new ways to influence policy? The refrain is one example of how different 

conceptualisations of influence offer possibilities for new insights into policy 

making processes.  In the current unsettled ECEC policy context in Australia, 

experimenting with theory in such ways can potentially generate new insights and 

tactics for advocates/activists working to protect existing policy and searching for 

new policy horizons for ECEC. 

 

The second insight about the policy making context that is a useful consideration for 

advocates and activists is my observation that the flows and ruptures characteristic 

of policy making can present unexpected surprises about what penetrates policy 

making contexts. For instance, I had an inclination, after completing the interviews 

with politicians, that some traditional and outdated views about ECEC and educators 

had been expressed. This perception drove my decision to investigate the influence 

of maternalist discourses in Article 2. It was not until completion of the data analysis 

that I realised how pervasive maternalist discourses were. Maternalist discourses 

were even present in the interviews with politicians who were considered to be 

progressive, as I noted in Article 2. It surprised me because despite being the 

interviewer of every politician participant, it was not until the data analysis phase 

that the many examples of maternalist discourses became apparent. I therefore found 

maternalist discourses to be somewhat imperceptible when conversing with 

politicians, having instead to rely on seeing their remarks on paper to make visible 
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the full extent of the maternalist ‘pervasive mist’. In a very practical application of 

this insight, advocates and activists might find that when meeting with politicians, 

designating a scribe to textually record the discussion (assuming that an audio-

recording would not be appealing to politicians) would allow this kind of reflexive 

analysis of speech. The analysis could focus on the kinds of discourses that informed 

the discussion but may not have been discerned during the conversation. It could 

also be reflexively applied to uncover the intended and unintended discourses 

influencing advocates’ and activists’ language when conversing with politicians.  

 

The third insight on the multifaceted policy making context is the encouraging 

finding that policy can be actively generated by a range of stakeholders through 

‘plays of forces’. While I have already written about this finding extensively in the 

Discussion Chapter, I take this opportunity to describe an unexpected discovery 

during the final stages of writing this thesis. During my doctoral studies, I 

maintained an active role in the Social Justice In Early Childhood (SJIEC) group, a 

small, unfunded, independent activist organisation. One of the practices of the 

SJIEC group was to generate submissions on a range ECEC policy issues drawing 

from more ‘radical’ ideas and thinking to push policy boundaries. 

 

In late 2008, the second year of my doctoral studies, the Government released the 

first draft of the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF), a component of the 

National Quality Framework in the Rudd Government’s national reform agenda. 

Accompanying the release of the draft EYLF was an invitation for all stakeholders 

to provide feedback to the EYLF Working Group. As was the practice of the SJIEC 

group, a response to the draft EYLF was prepared on behalf of the membership, a 

process in which I was centrally involved. A substantial 13-page 5,000 word 

document was produced and submitted to the EYLF Working Group.  

 

The exceptionally tight timeframes for the development of the EYLF and the other 

components of the National Quality Framework, and the very fast pace of the ECEC 

policy context during that period left little time for reflection on whether the SJIEC 

had made any impact on the second EYLF draft or the final document. It was not 
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until the final stages of writing this thesis that I came across the doctoral thesis of 

one of the senior public servants involved in the development of the EYLF. 

Mulhearn (2016) had written about the complexities of developing the EYLF from 

her perspective as a senior public servant in the EYLF Working Group. I was 

interested to see that Mulhearn, who described her role in the bureaucracy at that 

time as “powerful” and “crucial in terms of making things work” (Mulhearn, 2016, 

p. 155) made direct reference to two submissions, one of them being the SJIEC 

submission.  

 

This discovery, more than seven years after my involvement in writing the SJIEC 

submission, was a surprise to me. Mulhearn’s reference to the SJIEC submission in 

her thesis raised further questions. For instance, in terms of activist tactics, can 

submissions and other methods of communicating with policy makers, be thought of 

as components in plays of forces? How can SJIEC and other EC advocacy and 

activist organisations use these speculations to understand future submission 

preparation? Drawing from the conceptualisations of plays of forces and activist 

tactics to retrospectively reconfigure previous approaches to advocacy and activism 

is potentially helpful for future advocacy and activist endeavours. This example of 

cross-over between my activist and researcher ‘worlds’ also leads me to reflect, in 

the next section, on the synergies between my roles as researcher and activist during 

the life of this doctoral project, and conversely, how these roles sometimes produced 

tensions.  

 

Being and becoming activist-researcher 

Remaining an active member of the SJIEC group throughout the doctoral study was 

a decision I made at the outset. This desire to simultaneously maintain the 

positionalities of activist and researcher was a personal choice based on my drive to 

continue activist work as an ethical practice and as part of my responsibility to the 

broader community of which I was part. Early on in the study, I thought that these 

two positionalities would be kept relatively independent of each other as I navigated 

the responsibilities to both. Over time, I realised that positionalities are instead much 

more difficult to separate and are more accurately described as ‘entanglements’ 

(Barad, 2007) – connections between people that are “large and small, clear and 
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obscure, expected and unexpected” (Neely & Nguse, 2015, p. 141). With this 

realisation, I came to think of myself more as an activist-researcher. 

 

This reframing of positionality produced interesting synergies that enhanced my 

understandings of both roles, and reflected Neely and Nguse’s (2015) observations 

above that entanglements have varying degrees of intensities. I would at times 

actively entangle my roles as activist-researcher as I endeavoured to contribute to 

the professional ‘conversation’ on policy in ECEC in a range of ways. For example, 

to discuss my research findings, I targeted educator and activist contexts such as 

practitioner-based conferences and symposiums. I also targeted academic 

communities through published articles in local and international journals, and gave 

presentations at local and international conferences. Through these contexts, my 

activist-researcher entanglements were purposefully transparent as I felt research 

dissemination was both an activist endeavour and an ethical part of conducting 

research. My activist-researcher entanglements were also, at times, made visible to 

participants in the research, such as the example in the following excerpt taken from 

my field notes: 

[Politician A1] registered for the SJIEC conference independently, while 
also trying to arrange to meet [as a participant in the research]. 
[Politician A’s] personal assistant worked out the connection between 
me as the researcher and me as one of the conference convenors, and she 
suggested that we try and meet up after the conference…It was a new 
and interesting research site for me because this time I was meeting on 
my ‘turf’ as well as being exposed in my own political space…I did 
wonder how [Politician A] felt in the context…I wondered whether after 
being involved in such an intense conference all day long, it would make 
her more aware of the possible gaps in her knowledge/experience of 
ECEC and maybe a bit self-conscious during the interview… [Politician 
A] was very keen to talk and often referred to new knowledge she had 
gained from the conference during the interview. This seemed to be 
‘influence in action’ (Field notes, 12 April 2008). 

 

This excerpt shows that entanglements of activist-researcher produced both 

synergies and tensions. The synergies are made visible in the way I perceived 

Politician A’s engagement on ECEC policy issues. For instance, the enthusiasm she 

displayed about her increased knowledge from having participated in the conference 

and her willingness to demonstrate that in the interview. This example also shows 
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how entangling activist-researcher potentially led to an opportunity to influence a 

politician within the context of the doctoral research, an unintentional but hopeful 

outcome. The entanglement also produced some tensions that may or may not have 

transpired, such as my concern that Politician A might have felt intimidated in the 

research site. However, by remaining aware of and reflexive about being an activist-

researcher, as well as being open and honest with politicians in ‘entangled contexts’, 

I felt I was able to manage and minimise tensions. For example, despite my concerns 

about Politician A’s comfort, the interview went very well, for a full hour and from 

my perspective, had a friendly and relaxed atmosphere. We corresponded many 

times post-interview regarding policy matters that had become apparent during the 

conference and as a result of the interview. The pleasant interview exchange and the 

regular post-interview interactions indicated to me that I had managed and 

minimised potential tensions that may have resulted from entangling activist-

researcher in a less considerate way. 

 

In this section I have shown that the entanglement of activist-researcher always 

existed, but my recognition of those entanglements emerged over time. It also makes 

visible that while I was ‘being’ activist-researcher in less overt, conscious ways 

earlier on in the doctoral study, I was also ‘becoming’ activist-researcher as I more 

actively embraced the entanglements that were always there. In the next section, I 

turn to reflect on what I have learnt about research with ‘elite’ participants. 

 

Learning about research with elite participants 

The interviews with politicians and EC sector participants occurred between March 

2008 and July 2009, a period of 17 months. After each interview, I took field notes 

reflecting on how the interview transpired, challenges I encountered, my impression 

of the participants’ engagement in the interview and with me, and any other thoughts 

unique to each encounter. In this section, I use excerpts from these field notes to 

reflect on what I learnt from researching with elite participants. Two particularly 

salient insights are discussed. First, I discuss how I expected the quality of the 

interviews with politicians to improve over time but in retrospect, this was not 

always the case. I also reflect on an interviewing tactic that did assist me to defuse 

tensions that arose during the interviews. 
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I began the data generation phase with a sense of adventure and curiosity, but also, 

in retrospect, with a naivety that led me to expect my interviewing techniques would 

improve over time, and hence, the quality of the interviews would also improve with 

experience. To an extent, my increasing experience in the interview context did 

correspond with an increase in confidence but not necessarily in the ‘quality’ of the 

interview. By quality, I mean aspects of the interview such as the ease and speed 

with which I was able to build rapport and gain trust; the length of the interview or 

the extent to which I was able to cover all the questions and topics; and the depth to 

which the interviewee was willing to go in answering questions. The interviews with 

elites, in particular with politicians, did not follow smooth lines of progress and 

improvement. Instead the interview period resembled a time of discontinuities, 

thresholds, ruptures and breaks (Foucault, 1969). The first two interviews with 

politicians provide an example of how becoming-researcher did not follow the 

smooth lines of transformation, but occurred through discontinuities and ruptures. 

To illustrate, I provide an excerpt from field notes taken after the first interview with 

a NSW politician in her local electorate office: 

[Politician B] was friendly and generous with her statements and 
discussion during the interview. We weren’t interrupted by telephone 
calls or people – the room was very quiet. The interview was almost 
exactly an hour in length and we were able to cover all the questions. My 
overall impression of [Politician B was]…respectful of me and of 
research endeavours (Field notes, 10 March 2008). 

 

This excerpt from my field notes after the first politician interview reflects a 

confident and unproblematic start to the interviewing period. The interview followed 

the predictable order of interview questions, length of time and participant-

researcher cordiality. In contrast, the second interview with a politician in his NSW 

parliamentary office unfolded quite differently. An excerpt from my field notes 

exemplifies: 

[Politician C] was friendly but also stern in a way – he did intimidate 
me…When we entered his office, he sat at the computer and clicked a few 
things before looking as though he was ready to begin. We sat at a small 
meeting table – he sat at a 45 degree angle to me. His phone/blackberry 
sat on the table too and he said he might have to take a phone call during 
the interview…The phone rang several times during the interview, but 



  

192 
  

after checking who the caller was each time, he decided not to answer 
the phone. I felt there was no assumption on [Politician C’s] part that I 
knew much about ECEC: he seemed to assert he knew everything and 
was educating me…The interview went for approximately 30-35 
minutes…[Politician C] was not inclined to talk on each point for very 
long (Field notes, 12 March 2008). 

 

The difference in my post-interview reflections is quite stark, and yet they occurred 

within two days of each other. I could see that other factors were at play in the elite 

interview context that affected the ‘successes’ of interviews and which were 

possibly unrelated to my confidence or experience especially since the interviews 

with Politician B and Politician C were the first and second interviews of a 17 month 

interview period. For instance one factor that I was not able to control was the 

environment of politicians’ offices such as telephone calls, staffing interruptions or 

whether the interview time was reduced due to other commitments. These factors 

were largely controlled by discretion of the politician. The office environment in the 

interview with Politician C likely impacted on the quality of the interview. For 

instance, the distraction of the telephone ringing, and the possibility that the phone 

call would be taken during the interview, likely added a degree of tension to the 

interview atmosphere. The differences between the smooth flow of the first 

interview with Politician B and the tense atmosphere of the second interview with 

Politician C highlighted interviews could unexpectedly rupture and not follow an 

expected trajectory of improving over time and with experience. 

 

While some aspects of the research site were out of my control and did impact on 

the success of the interview, I still learnt some tactics throughout the interviewing 

period that assisted in enhancing my interviewing proficiency. For instance, in the 

following excerpt, I was able to defuse frictions between the politician and I during 

an interview held in the politician’s federal parliament offices: 

I asked [Politician D] if she would like me to describe the confidentiality 
protection, but she said “No, just get on with the questions” in quite a 
curt manner. So I launched straight in, and was pleased when I asked the 
question about her own personal early childhood experiences as a child. 
This seemed to ‘break the ice’ a little, and she began smiling with the 
memories of her kindergarten days… throughout the rest of the 
interview, [Politician D] seemed to be more relaxed and friendly and 
often smiled. (Field notes, 18 March 2008) 
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The interview with Politician D occurred less than a week after the tense interview 

with Politician C. It makes visible a point of learning for me that I applied in 

subsequent interviews with both politician and EC sector participants. Through 

interviewing Politician D, I came to see that politicians rarely had the opportunity in 

their professional lives to talk about themselves on a personal level, but when given 

the chance, were quite open to the possibilities and often softened in their tone and 

demeanour, as was the case in the interview with Politician D. Tactically, asking a 

question that drew politicians in to speaking about a personal experience or belief, 

often allowed me to effectively defuse the tense atmosphere that was characteristic 

of the early stages of the interview. This tactic, while used in a research context, 

could also be a potentially useful approach for advocates and activists to consider 

when meeting with politicians, particularly when meeting with politicians with 

whom policy goals and conceptualisations of ECEC are not shared. It may prove to 

be a useful way to engage politicians who are resistant to engaging in ECEC policy 

discussions.  

 

Looking back, looking forward 

In this final section, I return to the aims that I established for myself as a doctoral 

researcher, outlined in the Introduction, to reflect on whether I have achieved what I 

set out to achieve in the study. The first aim I established for myself was to ‘listen 

and attempt to interpret the ways in which politicians speak of and understand ECEC 

and its role in contemporary Australian society’. As mentioned in the Discussion 

chapter, the findings were limited by the small number of politician participants and 

by the participation of only one government minister in the study. These limitations 

affected the extent to which I was able to meet the first aim. Nevertheless, despite 

these constraints, I feel this aim was visibly met in the interviews with politicians 

and through analysis of policy texts, such as media releases and print media.  

 

The second aim I developed was to ‘explore, in depth, the processes behind the 

development, or non-development, of ECEC policies and the discourses that 

surround these policies by exploring the perceptions, experiences and contextual 



  

194 
  

constraints of politicians involved’. The eventalisations in Articles 3 and 4 met this 

aim by excavating and generating an account of the historical contingencies on 

which particular policy moments might have come about. The eventalisations, using 

Foucauldian discourse analysis, helped me to understand how particular policies did 

and did not materialise in the NSW state and Federal ECEC policy contexts. The 

second aim allowed me to see a complex interplay of discourses, deployment of 

tactics by a range of stakeholders and contextual factors, influenced politicians’ 

policy decision making. 

 

The third aim I set for myself was to ‘explore the relationships and interactions 

politicians have with ECEC advocates/activists, and if/how these interactions 

influence policy; and examine advocate/activists’ views on effective and ineffective 

strategies to influence politicians’. I feel I was able to meet the third aim in several 

ways. First the method of eventalising captured the threads, webs and intersections 

that culminated to generate the present. I used eventalising to examine the context in 

which relevant dominant discourses were enabled and adopted, embodied and 

performed. Eventalisation also allowed me to consider potentialities, by assuming an 

infinite number of events or contingencies were possible before the present and after 

the present. Finally, eventalising made more visible the “partial, locatable, critical 

knowledges sustaining the possibility of webs of connections” (Haraway, 1991, p. 

191). It was in these ways that I was able to understand the relations between 

politicians and advocates/activists as movements within plays of forces. It also made 

visible that a range of tactical manoeuvres on the part of politicians, public servants 

and advocates/activists interacted in the multifaceted policy making context that 

effectively influenced politicians’ decision making. 

 

The fourth and final aim that I developed to guide my study was to ‘identify 

possible strategies to reframe current conceptions of ECEC that jeopardise 

communication between politicians and the ECEC sector. To meet this aim, I put 

to work the concept of agonism to reconfigure the subjugated ECEC 

advocate/activist who has been historically perceived as fragmented and inherently 

flawed. I showed that communication between politicians and the ECEC sector 

could be jeopardised by accepting the ‘traditional wisdom’ that characterised the 
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ECEC sector as fragmented. Instead, I argued, fragmentation could be 

reconfigured as diversity and multiplicity to resist potential tactics that attempt to 

discipline and silence the ECEC sector. 

 

As I set out to answer the research question What influences politicians’ decision 

making in ECEC policy in Australia?, the four aims I set for myself as a doctoral 

researcher assisted me to concentrate on aspects of policy making that were of 

personal and professional interest. They ultimately supported me to answer the 

research question. I feel satisfied that throughout the study, I have been able to 

attend to the research question from a range of angles, both methodologically and 

theoretically, strengthened by my research aims.  

 

However, there remains an aspect to my study that in retrospect, I would address if 

given the chance to design the study again. I regret that the EC sector advocate and 

activist participant group did not have a higher representation of educators who 

were currently working with children. Educators working directly with children 

would potentially provide a unique and critical insight into policy making. 

Specifically, teachers/educators who also engage in activist work could provide a 

nuanced perspective on how policy affects daily practice and their experiences 

with attempting to influence politicians from a practitioner positioning. The low 

representation of teacher-activists could be viewed as a kind of ‘silence’ in the 

data, where particular voices were excluded. Had more educators’ voices been 

included in the study another rich layer of data might have been available, 

particularly in relation to generating insights for my third and fourth aims.  

 

Final thoughts 

By investigating influences on politicians’ decision making in ECEC policy, the 

study reported in this thesis has made visible the complex interplay of influences 

that work to generate and shape ECEC policy. The influence of the normalising 

discourses of neoliberalism, maternalism and neuroscience were found to dominate 

these politicians’ conceptions of the purpose of ECEC in Australia leading to the 

development of narrowly conceived policies. The continued influence and growing 
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intensity of these discourses in the current Government’s policies provide further 

impetus to find new ways for advocates and activists to penetrate policy making 

contexts and engage tactics that might challenge and destabilise current normalising 

discourses shaping ECEC policy.  

 

The generative capacity of a range of stakeholders, including advocates and 

activists, in policy making processes is a central finding of this thesis. It highlights 

that the subterranean of policy making can still be penetrated by the actions of 

groups and individuals in a range of tactical ways. Such tactics include departing 

from dichotomies of right and wrong, and instead engaging the theory and practice 

of agonism as a way to move into political spaces with allies and adversaries alike to 

debate more rigorously the possibilities for ECEC in Australia. Recognising the 

capacity of stakeholders, such as advocates and activists, to deploy tactics and 

generate plays of forces in policy contexts, offers renewed hope for generating 

visionary ECEC policy in Australia. 

 

Notes 

1 I have used the codes Politician A, B etc. in place of the pseudonyms I used in publications as a 

further measure for protecting anonymity in the event field notes provided additional contextual 

information that could lead to the identification of participants. 
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Appendix 1: NSW ratio case study mapping 
 

The Case: 
Ratios for children birth-2 years in New South Wales 

Main Information Questions: 
What influences politicians’ decision making for ECEC policy in Australia? 

How has the ECEC field been involved in setting state regulatory requirements? 
What has been the response of politicians to ECEC professionals on the 1:4 issue? 

History:  
NSW State regulations stipulate a ratio of one staff to five children 
under 2 years of age. The Minister for Community Services Carmel 
Tebbutt was lobbied by ECEC professionals to change the ratio to 
1:4. The Minister established a Taskforce to investigate the 
possibility of the proposed change. 
A report was produced by the Taskforce, with the Majority Report 
recommending a change to 1:4 after concluding “there would be no 
additional significant impacts on children’s services or families in 
changing the ratio” (Cross-sectorial Taskforce, 2006, p.17). The 
minority Dissenting Report concluded that with the “currently 
available evidence, New South Wales families would be worse off 
if New South Wales went to a 1:4 ratio in the current 
circumstances” (Cross-sectorial Taskforce, 2006, p.19). 
The change in the Children’s Services Regulation 2004 was not 
implemented. The majority Taskforce members established a 
working party to continue publicity and lobbying on the ratio issue. 

Cultural Context: 
While a majority of the 
Taskforce recommended the 
1:4 ratio, the two dissenters 
were from Child Care NSW, 
an organisation predominantly 
representing private and 
corporate for-profit child care 
providers. While not all private 
and corporate child care 
providers are members of 
Child Care NSW, 
approximately three quarters of 
children’s services in NSW are 
operated by private and 
corporate organisations (Cross-
sectorial Taskforce, 2006). 
 

Educational Context: 
The 1:4 ratio issue is only relevant to Long Day 
Care services in NSW. 
 

Political Context:  
The proposed ratio of 1:4 was rejected, based on 
the dissenting report. 

Issues: 
Community based sector vs. private/corporate 
sector; 
Cost of ‘high quality’; 
State/territory regulatory discrepancies; 
NSW Government has twice rejected calls to 
improve ratio for infants (Press & Skattebol, 
2007). 

Relevant research:  
Research that supports lower ratios for this age 
group has been sourced by members of Taskforce. 
 

Research Plan  
Interviews:  
Members of the 1:4 Taskforce; 
Other ECEC advocates/activists involved in the ratio issue; 
Senior policy advisors; 
Politicians (including ministers and shaddow ministers for community services). 
 
Documents: 
1:4 Taskforce Report 
Media releases 
1:4 campaign website 
NSW Children’s Services Regulation 2004 
Advertisements 
 
Activity Site 1: 1:4 Taskforce meetings 
Activity Site 2: Politician’s offices/parliament 
Activity Site 3: Individual semi-structured interviews with case study participants 
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Appendix 2: National quality case study mapping 
  

The Case: 
National quality policy 

Main Information Questions: 
What influences politicians’ decision making for ECEC policy in Australia? 

How has the ECEC field been involved in national quality policy? 

History:  
The National Childcare Accreditation Council was established in 
1993 to administer the Quality Improvement and Accreditation 
System (QIAS). Successful attainment of accreditation resulted in 
Child Care Benefit (CCB – a subsidy for parents) allocated to the 
parents of children attending the service.  
 

A review of the QIAS was undertaken between 1998 and 2000. The 
revised system implemented in 2002. 
 

A second review was undertaken in 2005 and significant changes 
were made to the standards and quality areas (National Childcare 
Accreditation Council, 2006). 

Cultural Context: 
Most ECEC staff and 
professionals support the place 
for quality assurance in the 
current context of ECEC 
provision in Australia. 
 
Most long day care centres 
participate in quality assurance 
due to the Child Care Benefit 
being linked to successful 
participation in the quality 
assurance system. 

Educational Context: 
Long Day Care generally offers children an educational 
program or curriculum, only NSW regulates that a teacher 
oversees educational programs. 
 
Under the new ‘Integrated System’, the Family Day Care 
and Outside School Hours Care schemes will be combined 
with Long Day Care in the one accreditation system. 
Educational objectives may not be shared by all three 
sectors. 
 

Political Context:  
Federal election Oct/Nov 2007 – 
Coalition win will see all changes 
implemented; ALP win may see 
changes implemented. 

Issues: 
The quality assurance system, at the time of the case 
study, was undergoing its third major review by NCAC. 
 
The ‘Integrated System’ proposed by FaCSIA will be the 
fourth quality assurance system implemented in the 14 
year period since QA was first introduced to the 
Australian ECEC field. 
 
Care vs. education. 

Relevant research:  
Fenech, Sumsion and Goodfellow 
(Fenech, 2006; 2007; Fenech & 
Sumsion, 2007) have explored the 
impact of regulatory environments on 
ECEC professional practice and job 
satisfaction (Tayler, 2000) 

Research Plan  
Interviews: 
Ministers and shadow ministers for families and communities over the past 5 years; 
Senior policy advisors; 
National Advisory Group (established by FaCSIA to represent ECEC field on issues pertaining to 
QIAS ‘overhaul’); 
Consultants employed by FaCSIA; 
Other ECEC advocates/activists heavily involved in national quality policy. 
 
Documents: 
Media releases announcing changes from FaCSIA; Draft documents releases by FaCSIA; Public 
correspondence from National Advisory Group to field; Presentation material and handouts provided 
by FaCSIA at public forums 
 
Activity Site 1: Individual semi-structured interviews with case study participants 
Activity Site 2: Public forums 
Activity Site 3: National Advisory Group meetings 
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Appendix 3: Information Form for Participants 
 
Information Form 
Influences affecting politicians’ policy 
decisions in early childhood education and care in Australia 
 
I am undertaking a doctoral research project with the Faculty of Education, Charles 
Sturt University, to investigate influences affecting politicians’ decision making in 
the policy process regarding early childhood education and care. 
 
Primary/Sole Researcher: Kathryn Bown, PhD Candidate 
Contact Email: kbown@csu.edu.au  
Department Affiliations: Faculty of Education, Charles Sturt University 
Contact Phone No.: 0421 *** *** 
 
This research is being conducted to meet the requirements for a doctoral dissertation 
supervised by: 
Supervisor: Professor Jennifer 

Sumsion 
Co-Supervisor: Ms Frances Press 

Department 
Affiliations: 

Faculty of Education, 
Charles Sturt University 

Department 
Affiliations: 

Faculty of Education, 
Charles Sturt 
University 

Contact Phone: (02) 6338 4423   Contact Phone: (02) 6338 4287 
  

Contact Email: jsumsion@csu.edu.au Contact Email: fpress@csu.edu.au 
 
What is involved for you: 
The research involves participation in one 
interview with the researcher (or more if you 
so desire), at a time and place convenient to 
you for approximately 1 hour. An overview 
of the interview has been sent with this 
information form. 

Recording the data: 
For accurate interview transcripts, an audio 
digital recorder will be used to record the 
interview. However, if you do not consent 
to the use of a recording device, 
handwritten notes will be taken instead.  
 

Confidentiality: 
The researcher will ensure that each 
participant’s anonymity and confidentiality is 
preserved in the study, unless otherwise 
permitted by the participant. The resulting 
publications drawn from this research will 
use pseudonyms to protect participants’ 
identities. 
 

Dissemination of the results: 
Participants will be provided with a 
summary of the research findings. If 
requested, publications resulting from the 
study will be forwarded to participants. 
Participants will not receive a monetary or 
other form of reward for participating in 
this research. 

Withdrawal from participation: 
Participants wishing to withdraw from the research at any time before, during or after the 
research has been completed, must only inform the researcher of their desire to withdraw. 
There is no obligation to stay as a participant in the research, and no obligation to give a 
reason. There is no consequence following your withdrawal. It is not anticipated that this 
research will involve any discomfort or risk to participants. 
 
NOTE: Charles Sturt University’s Ethics in Human Research Committee has 
approved this project.  If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical 
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conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the Executive 
Officer: 
 
The Executive Officer 
Ethics in Human Research Committee 
Academic Secretariat 
Charles Sturt University 

Private Mail Bag 29 
Bathurst  NSW  2795 
Tel: (02) 6338 4628 
Fax: (02) 6338 4194 

 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be 
informed of the outcome. 
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Appendix 4: Consent Form for Participants 
 
Consent Form  
Influences affecting politicians’ policy decisions 
regarding early childhood education and care in Australia 
 

As part of my doctoral research with Charles Sturt University, I am undertaking a 
project to investigate influences on politicians’ decision making in early childhood 
education and care in Australia. 
 

Primary/Sole Researcher: Kathryn Bown 
Contact Email: kbown@csu.edu.au 
Department Affiliations: Faculty of Education, Charles Sturt 

University 
Contact Phone No.: 0421 *** *** 
This research is being conducted to meet the requirements for a doctoral dissertation 
under the supervision of: 
 

Supervisor: Professor Jennifer 
Sumsion 

Associate 
Supervisor: 

Ms Frances Press 

Department 
Affiliations: 

Faculty of Education, 
Charles Sturt University 

Department 
Affiliations: 

Faculty of 
Education, Charles 
Sturt University 

Contact 
Phone: 

(02) 6338 4423   Contact Phone: (02) 6338 4287 
  

Contact 
Email: 

jsumsion@csu.edu.au Contact Email: fpress@csu.edu.au 

 

Before signing this form, please tick the following boxes if the statements are true: 
 

□ I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation in the research at 
any time, and that if I do I will not be subjected to any penalty or 
discriminatory treatment; 

□ The purpose of the research has been explained to me and I have read and 
understood the Information Sheet given to me; 

□ I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the research and 
have received satisfactory answers;  

□ I understand that any information or personal details gathered in the course of 
this research about me are confidential and that neither my name nor any 
other identifying information will be used or published without my written 
permission; and 

□ I understand that the interviews will be audio taped unless I request 
otherwise. 

 
 

Charles Sturt University’s Ethics in Human Research Committee has approved this 
study. I understand that if I have any complaints or concerns about this research I 
can contact: 
 

Executive Officer 
Ethics in Human Research Committee 
Academic Secretariat 
Charles Sturt University 

Private Mail Bag 29 
Bathurst  NSW  2795 
Phone: (02) 6338 4628 
Fax: (02) 6338 4194 

 

I ___________________________ have read and understand the Information Sheet 
and any questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to 



  

204 
  

participate in this research, knowing that I can withdraw from further participation in 
the research at any time without consequence. I have been given a copy of this form 
to keep. 
 
Participant’s Signature: 

 
Date: 

 
Investigator’s Signature: 

 
Date: 
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Appendix 5: Letter of invitation for NSW ratio case study 
participants  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Dear ***, 
 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in a doctoral study aimed at investigating 
influences on politicians’ policy decision making in early childhood education and 
care in Australia. Part of the research involves a case study exploring the NSW 
Government’s policy on and regulatory minimum for the ratio for children under 
two years of age. As ***, your experience and knowledge would bring an important 
dynamic to the focus of this research. 
 
Participation in this research would involve an interview of approximately one hour, 
at a time and place convenient to you. During the interview, I would like to talk to 
you about your experiences with and perspectives on the NSW Government’s 
policies in relation to early childhood education and care, particularly regarding your 
views on the events, processes, relationships and outcomes of the ratio issue.  
 
I am the sole researcher in this study under the supervision of Professor Jennifer 
Sumsion and Ms Frances Press, at Charles Sturt University. Research findings 
published in journal articles will be made available to participants. 
 
For further information or to participate in the study, please contact me: 
 
Email:  kbown@csu.edu.au  
Phone: 0421 *** *** 
 
Alternatively, I will contact you within two weeks of sending this letter to establish 
your interest in this research. 
 
 
Kind regards, 

 
 
 
 

 
Kathryn Bown 
PhD Candidate 
Charles Sturt University  
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Appendix 6: Letter of invitation for national quality case study 
participants 

 
 
 
 

 
Dear **, 
 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in a doctoral study aimed at investigating 
influences on politicians’ policy decision making in early childhood education and 
care in Australia. Part of the research involves a case study of the announced Quality 
Assurance ‘Overhaul’ in 2006/2007 and the current development of the National 
Quality Framework for children’s services. 
 
Although you wear several ‘hats’ in the early childhood field, I would like to talk to 
you about your experiences as *** in the QA/NQF policy arena, particularly ***. 
From that perspective, I am interested in exploring your views of the events, 
processes, relationships and outcomes of the QA/NQF issue. 
 
Participation in this research would involve an interview (at most 1 hour in length) 
at a time and place convenient to you. Research findings published in journal articles 
will be made available to participants.  
 
I am the sole researcher in this study under the supervision of Professor Jennifer 
Sumsion and Ms Fran Press, at Charles Sturt University. 
 
For further information or to participate in the study, please contact me: 
 
Email:  kbown@csu.edu.au  
Phone: 0421 *** *** 
 
Alternatively, I will contact you within 2 weeks of sending this letter to establish 
your interest in this research. 

 
 
 
 
 

Kind regards, 
Kathryn Bown 
PhD Candidate 
Charles Sturt University  
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Appendix 7: Letter of invitation for politicians and public servants 
 
 
 
 
 

NAME  
ADDRESS 
ADDRESS 
 
Dear ***, 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in a doctoral study aimed at investigating influences 
on politicians’ policy decision making in early childhood education and care in Australia. 
As the ***, your experience and knowledge would bring an important dynamic to the focus 
of this research.  
 
Participation in this research would involve an interview (at most 1 hour in length) at a time 
and place convenient to you. As well as exploring your views on the influences affecting 
***PARTY NAME*** early childhood policy, I would also like to discuss with you the 
development and implementation of the current National Quality Framework for early 
childhood education and care. I am interested in exploring your views of the events, 
processes, relationships and outcomes of the National Quality Framework thus far, and your 
perspective on how and why the Government has taken this direction in policy for the early 
childhood field. 
 
This project has required me to contact and interview many Ministers, politicians, policy 
advisors and public servants over the past 12 months. From this experience, I understand 
that you may have concerns regarding confidentiality and the sharing of information in any 
research process. On many occasions now, I have conferred with participants around the 
types of questions they can and cannot answer, and respect their requests during the 
research. I will continue to be completely flexible in my approach. 
 
I am the sole researcher in this study under the supervision of Professor Jennifer Sumsion 
and Ms Fran Press, at Charles Sturt University. Research findings published in journal 
articles will be made available to participants.  
 
I have included the Information Form with this letter. For further information or to 
participate in the study, please contact me: 
 
Email:  kbown@csu.edu.au  
Phone:  0421 *** *** 
 
Alternatively, I will contact you within 2 weeks of sending this letter to establish your 
interest in this research.  
 
Kind regards, 

 
 
 
 
 

Kathryn Bown 
PhD Candidate 
Charles Sturt University  
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Appendix 8: NSW ratio case study pool of generic interview 
questions 

 

• From your perspective, can you begin by describing the history of the under 
two’s ratio issue in NSW? 

• What has been your specific involvement throughout the history of the under 
two’s ratio issue? 

• How would you describe your relationship to other people involved in the 
under two’s ratio issue? 

• What has been the government’s involvement in and contribution to the 
under two’s ratio issue? 

• Which particular politicians have been involved in and/or contributed to the 
under two’s ratio issue? Can you describe their involvement? 

• Which particular bureaucrats have been involved in and/or contributed to the 
under two’s ratio issue? Can you describe their involvement? 

• How has the government interacted with the ECEC community on the under 
two’s ratio issue? 

• What do you perceive are the significant influences on how the government 
has been involved in the under two’s ratio issue? What has influenced the 
government’s actions and decisions? 

• Which individuals, groups or organisations would you nominate as the most 
influential in ECEC policy at the state level? Why? 

• What were the most effective strategies for influencing politicians and 
policy? What were the least effective? 

• Drawing on hindsight, what lessons or strategies will you take with you in 
relation to advocacy in ECEC? 
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Appendix 9: National quality case study pool of generic interview 
questions 

 

• From your perspective, can you begin by describing the history of the 
Quality Assurance (QA) ‘overhaul’ announced by the Howard/Brough 
administration in 2006/2007 and currently the development of a National 
Quality Framework (NQF) under the Rudd/Gillard/McKew administration? 

• What has been your specific involvement throughout the history of the QA / 
NQF issue? 

• How would you describe your relationship to other people involved in the 
QA / NQF issue? 

• What have been the Governments’ involvement in and/or contribution to the 
QA / NQF issue? 

• Which particular politicians have been involved in and/or contributed to the 
QA / NQF issue? Can you describe their involvement? 

• Which particular bureaucrats have been involved in and/or contributed to the 
QA / NQF issue? Can you describe their involvement? 

• How has the Government and/or particular politicians interacted with the 
ECEC field on the QA / NQF issue? 

• What do you perceive are the significant influences on how the Government 
has been involved in the QA overhaul and the NQF? What has influenced the 
Governments’ actions and decisions? 

• Can you identify the gains made in the QA / NQF issue by yours and others’ 
advocacy/activist efforts? Can you identify the barriers, challenges or set-
backs to your goals for ECEC? 

• Which individuals, groups or organisations would you nominate as the most 
influential in ECEC policy at the federal level? Why? 

• Drawing on hindsight, what lessons will you take with you in relation to 
advocacy/activism and your efforts to be influential in ECEC policy issues? 
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Appendix 10: Politician and public servant participant script for 
interviews and pool of generic interview questions 

 

SCRIPT & GENERIC POOL OF QUESTIONS FOR  
INTERVIEWS WITH POLITICIANS AND PUBLIC SERVANTS 

Confidentiality 

Thank you NAME very much for your time and interest in the project, your 
contribution is very much appreciated. 

I want to begin by explaining that as a research student, I am bound by 
confidentiality through the Ethics Approval of this project. Your participation will 
be protected in several ways: 

1. The transcripts from this interview will be kept under lock and key 
electronically and in hardcopy and only accessible by me. 

2. I will be the only person privy to your involvement, and my two supervisors, 
Jennifer Sumsion and Fran Press, will review the transcripts once I have de-
identified the data. 

3. Extracts from transcripts that may be used in publications may be broken up 
in ways which prevent the reader from identifying the participant. 

4. Names and places can be given pseudonyms to protect identification. 

5. I ask that you nominate a pseudonym for yourself which if necessary, will be 
used in publications. 

6. I will send the de-identified transcript back to you so that you can check 
there are no identifiers still remaining in the transcript. 

Is there anything else I can do to ensure your comfort in speaking openly during the 
interview? 

Explaining the interview 

1. I will be recording the interview with this audio digital recorder, which can 
be turned off at your request.  

2. If there are any questions that you would prefer not to answer, just let me 
know and I will move on. 

Signing Consent Form 

Before I can start the interview, I would ask you to fill out the Consent Form. It 
requires you to tick the boxes if the statements are true, then to write and sign your 
name at the bottom, which I will also sign. 

Generic Pool of Questions 

I’ll begin by explaining that I use the term early childhood education and care to 
encompass formal children’s services, particularly long day care centres, 
Multifunctional Aboriginal Children’s Services and preschools but also including 
occasional care. 
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General Questions 

• Prior to undertaking your current/former portfolio, how would you describe 
your understanding of the ECEC field? What shaped this understanding? 
What has shaped your understanding since undertaking this portfolio? 

• What is your overall impression of the ECEC field? 

 

Personal Beliefs and Experiences Questions 

• In your childhood, did you attend an early childhood service, or have you 
used formal services with your own children? What have been your 
impressions of these services? 

• What do you believe to be the role of adults in the lives of children? What 
has influenced this view? Does this view affect your policy making? 

• What do you believe is an ideal childhood for children under five? What has 
informed your beliefs? 

• Who do you believe to be responsible for children in the early years between 
birth and five years?  

• Do you think personal beliefs, background, and/or upbringing influence how 
you make decisions for ECEC policy? If so, what is more influential? If not, 
how do you separate aspects related to your identity and personal 
background from influencing your roles and decisions in ECEC policy?  

 

The Political Landscape Questions 

• In terms of the internal political arena (that is, the parliament, the other 
politicians etc) what is the most influential in your ECEC policy making 
decisions? 

• What is the vision of the party [refer to particular party] around children, 
families and early childhood education and care? How does the party vision 
steer policy in ECEC? How party vision for children, families and ECEC 
marry with your own personal beliefs? 

• When serving on committees [refer to specific committee when speaking 
with each participant] how do you inform yourself of the topic of 
investigation? What criteria are used when choosing informants for 
committees? 

 

The Community/Public Arena Question 

• Would you consider there to be any interest groups that effectively advocate 
for young children and families? What makes these groups effective? Do any 
in particular stand out? 

• Do media play a role in influencing the decisions you make for ECEC 
policy? 
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• There is some recent Australian research (Muir, 2005), which suggests that it 
is different for male politicians and female politicians to speak publicly on 
issues such as childcare and family, due to bias in the media based on the sex 
of the politician. Do you think that there are differences for male and female 
politicians when speaking on such issues?  

• Do research and/or the academy play a role in ECEC policy development? 

• Has the children’s rights movement informed your thinking in ECEC policy? 

• Are there any other aspects of broader community or public sphere that 
influences your policy decision making? 

 

Contemporary Issues in ECEC Questions 

• How do you keep abreast of contemporary issues in the field? What are your 
systems and processes for keeping this information current? 

• What sources of information do you rely on the most for information about 
the early childhood field? Why do you use these sources? 

• In the current system of ECEC, would you like to see any particular 
changes? If so, what? 

• [If relevant]: Currently in NSW, a campaign is under way to which seeks to 
change the mandatory minimum ratio, which is currently one adult to five 
children for children under 2 years, to a ratio of one to four. What has been 
your involvement in the issue? What do you think the best outcome for this 
issue would be? What has influenced your thinking in relation to quality in 
ECEC? 

• [If relevant]: In 2007, the previous Federal Government instigated a series of 
changes to the National Quality Improvement and Accreditation System. 
What has been your involvement in the issue? What has influenced your 
thinking in relation to quality in ECEC? What do you believe is the role of a 
National QA system? 

 

Looking to the Future Questions 

• What do you think is the role of governments for children in the early years 
and families with young children?  

• Are there challenges you face in realising this goal for children and families? 
Do you have a vision for Australian children? 

Conclusion  

Is there anything else you would like to add? 

So, have you been able to think of a pseudonym? Thank you again for your time. It 
was very interesting talking with you. Once I have transcribed the interview, I will 
send a copy to you for your review to ensure the recording is accurate and 
representative. Would you permit me to contact your office in 6-8 months’ time to 
see if you are available for a follow-up interview? 

 



  

213 
  

Appendix 11: List of policy text resources 
 

Article 2 

• Senate Standing Committee. 2009. Senate education, employment workplace 
relations committee: Provision of childcare report. Retrieved 18 December 
2009 from: 
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/eet_ctte/child_care/report/index.ht
m  

 
 
Article 3 

• Booz & Company. (2008). Final report: Economic effects of a 1:4 staff-child 
ratio for under two year olds in child care. Sydney: NSW Department of 
Community Services. 

• Brough, M. (2007, 28 April). Keynote Address to Conference. Paper 
presented at the Childcare NSW Conference, Sydney, Australia. 

• Cross-sectoral Taskforce. (2006). Report on the implementation of a 1:4 
staff–child ratio for children aged under two years in NSW children’s 
services. Sydney. 

• Gillard, J. (2010). Doorstop interview – Garran Child Care Centre. Retrieved 
19 October, 2012, from: http://ministers.deewr.gov.au/gillard/doorstop-
interview-garran-child-care-entre 

• PricewaterhouseCoopers. (2002). Children’s services regulation 2002. 
Regulatory impact statement, final report. Sydney: NSW Department of 
Community Services. 

• Productivity Agenda Working Group. (2008). A national quality framework 
for early childhood education and care. A discussion paper.   Retrieved 30 
April 2009 from: 
http://www.deewr.gov.au/EarlyChildhood/OfficeOfEarlyChildhood/Docume
nts/ECEC%20Discussion.pdf 

• Rudd, K. (2009). The global financial crisis. Retrieved 29 April 2009 from: 
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Appendix 12: Example of node hierarchies using NVIVO 
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Appendix 13: Example of non-hierarchical free nodes using NVIVO 
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Appendix 14: Example of first stage of analysis – coding the free 
node ‘pragmatism’ using NVIVO 

 
 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P10 Simon> - § 1 reference coded  [1.29% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 1.29% Coverage 
 
But, when I come back to it, I just kind of – again, and in this role, I think ‘gee it’s 
hard to get you guys to agree on what’s the best thing to do’. I don’t think it’s a 
sector that’s good at pragmatism or trade-offs. And I understand that’s because 
everyone only wants what’s absolutely the best for the kids and they consider it a 
non-negotiable. But, when you’ve got finite tools and resources and you have to 
think about what’s the best thing to do, what’s the first thing to do, I think it’s still a 
sector that’s hard to get that agreement on.  
 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P11 Andrew> - § 2 references coded  [1.93% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 1.05% Coverage 
 
I mean they do help departmental people who are working on the policy to then 
advise Government about ‘well, we’ve, you know, we’ve been looking at x and 
what’s been coming up through the consultations is that people have a real issue at 
this point or they’ve raised this practical point which we need to take account of.’ 
And so those exercises do give you a very good feel for issues in the sector and help 
to- they do help to shape where you go.  
 
Reference 2 - 0.88% Coverage 
 
And run it at childcare hours. Well, you’ve got to be pragmatic. You’ve got to fit 
with what’s actually happening out there, which is, parents are working full days, 
and they need their kids- but if you ran it out of- if you run it- if you ran it out of 
schools, you start to address that workforce issue because what will become the 
standard is the teacher award for everyone.  
 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P12 Margaret> - § 2 references coded  [7.53% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 4.02% Coverage 
 
However expert opinion is widely draw on from the general research base and by 
commissioning specific work when required. However there are definite benefits in 
having public servants with subject matter knowledge for effective interpretation of 
research and to ensure a practical understanding of the implementation of policy 
initiatives. There’s not really a place for advocacy in the public service. It’s really 
about influencing and building a collaborative partnerships. 
 
Reference 2 - 3.51% Coverage 
 
Definitely experience, knowledge and understanding influences the way I have 
advised Government. I understand the practical implications of policy decisions, and 
this is one reason we need more early childhood people within the public service. In 
terms of beliefs and upbringing, yes they do influence my role because I believe it is 
important and worthwhile work to be involved in – improving the lives of children.  
 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P4 Gwen> - § 1 reference coded  [0.64% Coverage] 
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Reference 1 - 0.64% Coverage 
 
So you know, it’s a nice idea, the one in four, but how practical is it across the 
board? Really, in my neck of the woods, it’s not practical, but I understand the one 
in four push because then the carer gets more time with the children and you know, 
it’s a curly one. 
 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P5 Penny> - § 2 references coded  [3.31% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 1.84% Coverage 
 
I do recall many conversations … going to visit places and having people come here 
to talk about the difficulties, and the financial, more financial than anything else and 
practical. So the derivation of a policy, in the ideal sense, sometimes it doesn’t 
happen like because of lack of time or lack of just resources, is to have the shadow 
minsters with the basic idea about what is going to be the core policy, but then 
having a working group to talk about it, to tease out the ideas, to actually have a 
round table or something like that with the stakeholders. And then go back to the 
table and say this is the way you go. You really must test your policy though, you 
must do it. Because I’m not a childhood teacher, I’m a nurse. So if you asked me 
about what I thought about something related to a hospital, I’d have a lot of insight 
into that but I don’t have, except for my own children’s experience, a lot of insight 
into early childhood education. 
 
Reference 2 - 1.48% Coverage 
 
I think they’ve got an extremely important role and it’s really what I said, I don’t 
really think that in these very human, hands-on types of portfolio areas, that you can 
actually rule from Canberra. You really need to have people closer to the coal-face 
to see. That’s why I’ve chosen to be a state parliamentarian because I want to have 
the hands-on in relation to actually looking into a hospital, into a preschool or a long 
day care centre and so on. I don’t want to have an overarching view where I’m once 
removed from it because I’m a practical sort of person. I think there’s a lot to be said 
for being very close to the stakeholders, very close to the providers of the early 
childhood education, the parents and the children. So I think the states have a vital 
role, considering our size.  
 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P9 Naomi> - § 1 reference coded  [1.93% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 1.93% Coverage 
 
I think there is certainly a movement from some places approaching government for 
a while that spoke about a one to three ratio but I very much took a pragmatic view 
that- and I think some of the unions may be looking at a one to three but I think one 
to four is a happy medium ... It’s not one to five, it’s not one to three but it’s a happy 
medium. 
 
<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ1 Joanne 211008> - § 1 reference coded  [1.25% 
Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 1.25% Coverage 
 
I think so, it’s much more effective because you can have an open and honest 
conversation then, to say ‘Well look, this is working really well, but here are some 
ideas that might shift your thinking around here and here are some practical things 
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that you could actually do.’ And if you don't have that collegiality and work 
collaboratively, then I think in adversarial arrangement, it’s much more challenging 
because I don't know about you, but if someone’s getting pissed-off at me, I just shut 
off and I’m not actively listening to what they’re doing, to what they’re saying to 
me.  
 
<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ11 Liz 040209> - § 1 reference coded  [0.67% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 0.67% Coverage 
 
And we speak out publicly at speeches and things in really quite hard ways. So, but 
not- never in a sort of … without a logical argument to support it. The organisation 
sees itself as forward thinking but rational and our main commitment is to argue for 
good outcomes for children. So you wouldn’t hear us ranting on the streets. 
 
<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ2 Claudia Jean 131008> - § 1 reference coded  [0.30% 
Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 0.30% Coverage 
 
What I can say is that I think we’ve actually helped shift the psyche of the early 
childhood community more than anything, and whether or not it’s made a practical 
difference to policy, or a structural difference to Government action, I think, just 
being there, chipping away at the edges means that they know we’re there and we’re 
not going to go away.  
 
<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ4 Sandie 141008> - § 2 references coded  [4.79% 
Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 2.37% Coverage 
 
We did some early work on Family Day Care to do with actually developing the 
original standards in the original Accreditation system. That was again a really 
interesting process to look at the management of how the Department tried to deal 
with the diversity of viewpoints within Family Day Care. They set up really 
unworkable structures to try and do that which were to have a working party that 
was looking at standards and a working party that’s looking at Accreditation process 
with some small amount of overlap between the two groups. But you can't divorce 
standards from Accreditation processes and so what you ended up with was one 
group developing things down this way and the other group working that way. We 
were meant to be managing both processes and that was extremely hard, with the 
bureaucrats got caught in the middle of it as well. Some of the academics involved 
were seen as being very difficult to manage because from bureaucrats’ point of view 
as they don’t have a level of pragmatism that is needed for policy implementation 
and political processes. They come with a view from the evidence base and 
whatever, and sometimes that’s actually a fairly naïve one. 
 
Reference 2 - 2.41% Coverage 
 
Yeah, rather than the scheme. But you know, it’s a nightmare to- well, basically you 
will never get decent monitoring of individual carers if you don’t have them linked 
to a scheme, as we’ve seen in Western Australia. You’ve got poorer Family Day 
Care in Western Australia because you don’t have licensing of schemes, you have 
individual licensing. And as a result, no government has the money to do the level of 
monitoring or support that is needed- I mean, it’s not just about monitoring, it’s 
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about how you support and develop Family Day Carers or link them out of isolation. 
There are of course many academics who don’t have that sort of naivety, but I guess 
a lot of projects that I’ve worked on you’ll get a purist viewpoint that actually 
doesn’t look at the practical implications of well, given finite resources what can be 
achieved at this point that can be leveraged and moves us forward to where we want 
to go. So you’re better off actually looking at how you engage in the real practicality 
– how do we actually embed a system that’s going to be robust and actually support 
quality of care rather than abandon things because we want to have every individual 
carer accredited for example. 
 
<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ5 Lynette 091208> - § 3 references coded  [4.18% 
Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 2.25% Coverage 
 
But I suppose some of the good operators I've seen are people like [colleague]. And 
why she’s a good operator is because she’s politically smart. She doesn’t go in- and 
she certainly will be upfront with what she has to say, and I think most Ministers 
don't have a lot of time, they want you to get to the point and get to it fast and she 
does that. She’ll also make sure that she has a clear message and that is what she’s 
taking to them is supported by others, so there’s a bit of a network around. And she 
seems to be effective in that way. Another one has been the Childcare Associations 
Australia, the head of the organisation, particularly when it was- the name escapes 
me – the previous president, not- the current one only because I haven’t seen her 
work, but the previous one was very pragmatic and very good at saying ‘well okay, 
we mightn’t like all of these things, but we’re going to have to wear some of those, 
but maybe these are the ones that we actually approach on.’ So actually looking at I 
suppose, a bit from the Minister’s point of view of not challenging on everything, 
only challenging on the really key ones and then having a really good backup to 
them. 
 
Reference 2 - 0.97% Coverage 
 
sometimes it’s almost like some people are so difficult that people get scared of 
them so they don't want to deal with them so they’ll give in kind of approach. Some 
people take that approach, I haven’t seen that to be successful in general. So I would 
avoid that. But there’s certainly that approach as well. But the ones that I have seen 
to be effective have usually been quite pragmatic, clear, brief, to-the-point and tried 
to also go out to I suppose, look at it from the Minister’s point of view as well, tried 
to get a bit of a ‘win-win’ going on. 
 
Reference 3 - 0.96% Coverage 
 
we put forward a suggestion that the document was to a stage now where, before we 
went out for the next round of consultations with the field, we felt that it needed an 
academic review. We also wanted a plain English edit down the track, but we 
wanted an academic review because it needed to actually represent best practice not 
just best practical practice, but best practice. And so we suggested a group of 
bureaucrats, and DEEWR made the invitation and they actually took our suggestion 
and invited the people that we asked for which was good. 
 
<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ7 David & ECQ8 Jane 190109> - § 8 references 
coded  [6.44% Coverage] 
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Reference 1 - 1.51% Coverage 
 
David: So we went to [leading ECEC advocacy organisations], we saw it as being 
the group that have a lot of moral authority in this area. And a lot of genuine sort of 
practical authority as well. And they really helped us flesh out the detail of the 
policy agenda that we wanted to pursue along those sort of agreed lines. And we 
gave them I think, I think [colleague] might agree, some of the strategic direction 
and therefore the capacity to pursue all of our interests together. And then it was a 
matter of having a staged development of our policy position. So we had various sort 
of papers that discussed particular issues. And of course, we brought together that 
policy group of experts of academics mostly to help us do that and also to help them 
get some purchase on the policy debate. And we sort of brokered deals with 
Opposition and Government to, or meetings rather, for them to have some influence. 
So, it was incremental. 
 
Reference 2 - 1.00% Coverage 
 
David: And I think it would be helpful for lobbyists  and it would probably help 
them engage with other lobbyists beyond their silo of interest. And also, probably 
improving expertise of analysis of current policy, rather than an ideologically driven 
position. Like I don't want to- I’m not saying a non-ethical position. Like, you can 
state your ideology or ethics outright, but maybe have a little bit- don't analyse- you 
need to understand where the mainstream policy debate is coming from so you know 
how to link in with that. It seems a little bit underdeveloped in some of the lobby 
groups. 
 
Reference 3 - 0.76% Coverage 
 
Jane: Yeah, we wanted exactly the same things as well, eventually, but we had like 
a ten year plan to get to it and they were just adamant that Government had to 
socialise the industry immediately and overnight. 
David: which they were never going to do it. 
Jane: They should have realised twenty years ago it wasn’t going to happen and 
changed their strategy, but they didn’t because they were really obstinately 
ideologically driven. 
 
Reference 4 - 0.59% Coverage 
 
David: You know, we were shut out and the hostile employer, which was what ABC 
was, not only used the law to shut us out but they used every other pragmatic device 
they had at their disposal to shut us out. So we couldn’t allow 25 percent of a 
workforce to be non-unionised and in fact, turn into union-hostile- you know, to be 
hostile to union interests.  
 
Reference 5 - 0.50% Coverage 
 
David:–and that’s not going to help anyone in the long-run. So I mean, while we 
said we were pragmatic in the way we used policy development to assist our aims, 
there were some very strong values that anchored that about the role of educators, 
and the role of the workforce in providing that service. 
 
Reference 6 - 0.10% Coverage 
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Jane: Yeah, the values then deem what you’re pragmatic about. 
 
Reference 7 - 0.38% Coverage 
 
Jane: And we’ve talked all about the pragmatics of the campaign and saying that it’s 
not ideological but it was all strongly anchored in some values which we often don't 
feel the need to talk about, but they’re there [laughs]. 
 
Reference 8 - 1.60% Coverage 
 
David: And I think, see, the other thing is, if you talk about the values- that’s one of 
the things that we picked up – people are really good at talking about what they 
believe in and what they want to see achieved. But then, basically crap about talking 
about how you can get there. 
Jane: No strategy. 
Interviewer (Kathryn): This is early childhood people generally? 
David: I think it’s generally anyone on the left! [laughs] 
Jane: It’s most people on the left. 
Interviewer (Kathryn): Most people on the left, not just early childhood. 
David: It’s really easy to thump the table and preach about what you believe in- this 
is a terrible generalisation, but you know, I was always maybe went too strong the 
other way which was a – ‘we know what we believe in, it doesn’t get you anywhere 
just to talk about it, in fact you can look stupid just by talking about it’, we were 
much more interested in the how. Much more interested in the how. 
 
<Internals\\Ratios Case Study\\ECR3 Madeline> - § 1 reference coded  [1.27% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 1.27% Coverage 
 
Personally I actually think that it’s quite hard to tell. I mean it would have been- they 
would have had to look at it, they would have had to confront it every time they put 
out the Regs review because they would have had all those submissions about it. 
What they were doing internally I think is quite hard to tell, I mean you would bet 
the [name of head of DoCS] and people like that when they were in the office would 
have been supportive. But they also have to be pragmatic in looking at all the things 
that are coming up for- being looked at at the time.  
 
<Internals\\Ratios Case Study\\ECR4 Phillip> - § 3 references coded  [1.36% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 0.82% Coverage 
 
So, you get ultimately this sort of apparent conflict between, lets for the purpose of 
this discussion say you get the proponents of one to four on the one hand, lets call it 
the community based proponents and what appears to be the private sector resistors. 
Now in truth, the private sector in my opinion, have always supported in principle, 
the need for ongoing quality and improvement, it’s, it’s, it’s a no brainer, it’s, it’s 
not a question of whether or not you continue to look for ways to improve quality, 
but you do take seriously the question, what will be the practical affects in terms of 
accessibility and affordability and quality, of these changes. You actually do 
seriously look at it from a slightly different perspective than the perspective that the 
proponents typically bring to bear. Now, I, look I think it’s really quite important 
that you have say an academia able to look at these changes in standards quite 
independently of the practical impacts, I mean if everyone was bound by practical 
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impacts some important things might not happen, but I also see how, in a sense on 
the other hand, those important motivators of change for reasons completely 
disconnected with matters of commerce or business or practical impacts, that- even 
though it’s really quite important for there to be an academic motivator, if you like, 
it’s also quite sensible for a country or a government system as a whole to be willing 
to temper that push a little bit at least with an understanding of how to- shall we say 
soften the impact. Negate the worst of the collateral damage.  
 
Reference 2 - 0.25% Coverage 
 
So, the reality is that it’s not legally compulsory – I don’t have to be in the QIAS 
system unless I want to service subsidised parents. So, it’s not regulation in that 
strict sense. But, the QIAS is effectively compulsory for all practical purposes, it’s 
regulation. Now, that QIAS system has gone a bit off the rails, but basically it’s 
designed to measure process quality. Not structural quality which is what people say 
that the regulations at a state level are supposed to be aiming at.  
 
Reference 3 - 0.29% Coverage 
 
It’s not a matter of trying to take a bad system which governments simply must 
spend money on because children are being neglected. We say that’s not believable. 
And it’s not true and it talks the sector down. So our point of view is okay, one to 
four, increase staffing – yeah, there are good reasons why in principle that’s worth 
doing and there are good practical reasons why it could make life easier for staff and 
for everybody. And if the costings are supported properly and introduced carefully, 
you know, the costings are not reason not to do it.  
 
<Internals\\Ratios Case Study\\ECR5 Cassandra> - § 1 reference coded  [1.88% Coverage] 
 
Reference 1 - 1.88% Coverage 
 
I suppose we also knew that as a provider, as a service provider, that we could give 
direct evidence because we’ve been doing it for well over twelve months and had 
that to support the whole process. So, and I’m not saying for a minute that because 
of that it’s happened, it’s just more that we did use the opportunities and the 
information that we had to put it out there. And I mean, that’s one thing that 
[colleague] in particularly sort of- she does like talking to politicians, and for very 
good reason, because there are good benefits out of showing evidence and doing it in 
a practical way too. I don’t think- you know, we came with bits and pieces that 
were- this is how much is can and can't cost, but here’s the evidence around how it 
actually can work. And I think that those sorts of- those sorts of examples, for 
different reasons, were more probably impacting from our point of view. 
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Appendix 15: Example of second stage of analysis on the node 
‘pragmatism’ 

 
Data Analysis 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P10 Simon>  
 
But, when I come back to it, I just kind of – again, and in this 
role, I think ‘gee it’s hard to get you guys to agree on what’s 
the best thing to do’. I don’t think it’s a sector that’s good 
at pragmatism or trade-offs. And I understand that’s 
because everyone only wants what’s absolutely the best for 
the kids and they consider it a non-negotiable. But, when 
you’ve got finite tools and resources and you have to 
think about what’s the best thing to do, what’s the first 
thing to do, I think it’s still a sector that’s hard to get that 
agreement on.  
 

 
 
Practical decisions about negotiating 
and tactics – what are 
advocates/activists willing to 
compromise? What is non-
negotiable? How is this decided? 
 
The practicalities of funding 
limitations; underpaid workforce 
 
Consensus? 

<Internals\\Politicians\\P11 Andrew>  
 
I mean they do help departmental people who are working on 
the policy to then advise Government about ‘well, we’ve, you 
know, we’ve been looking at x and what’s been coming up 
through the consultations is that people have a real issue at 
this point or they’ve raised this practical point which we 
need to take account of.’ And so those exercises do give you 
a very good feel for issues in the sector and help to- they do 
help to shape where you go.  
 
And run it at childcare hours. Well, you’ve got to be 
pragmatic. You’ve got to fit with what’s actually happening 
out there, which is, parents are working full days, and they 
need their kids- but if you ran it out of- if you run it- if you 
ran it out of schools, you start to address that workforce issue 
because what will become the standard is the teacher 
award for everyone.  
 

 
 
Sector consultation perceived by this 
participant as providing practical 
advice on policy implementation. Is 
consultation viewed as anything 
more than feedback on existing 
policy proposals? 
 
 
 
Practical solution for addressing pay 
equity issues for ECEC workforce 

<Internals\\Politicians\\P12 Margaret>  
 
However expert opinion is widely draw on from the general 
research base and by commissioning specific work when 
required. However there are definite benefits in having public 
servants with subject matter knowledge for effective 
interpretation of research and to ensure a practical 
understanding of the implementation of policy initiatives. 
There’s not really a place for advocacy in the public service. 
It’s really about influencing and building a collaborative 
partnerships. 
 
Definitely experience, knowledge and understanding 
influences the way I have advised Government. I understand 
the practical implications of policy decisions, and this is 
one reason we need more early childhood people within 
the public service. In terms of beliefs and upbringing, yes 
they do influence my role because I believe it is important 
and worthwhile work to be involved in – improving the lives 
of children.  
 

 
 
The importance for public servants 
to have a practical knowledge base 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How is knowledge and 
understanding conceptualised by 
politicians? Whose definition? 

<Internals\\Politicians\\P4 Gwen>  
 
So you know, it’s a nice idea, the one in four, but how 
practical is it across the board? Really, in my neck of the 

 
 
Practical = ethical decisions? ‘curly’ 



  

226 
  

woods, it’s not practical, but I understand the one in four 
push because then the carer gets more time with the children 
and you know, it’s a curly one. 
 
<Internals\\Politicians\\P5 Penny>  
 
I do recall many conversations … going to visit places and 
having people come here to talk about the difficulties, and the 
financial, more financial than anything else and practical. So 
the derivation of a policy, in the ideal sense, sometimes it 
doesn’t happen like because of lack of time or lack of just 
resources, is to have the shadow minsters with the basic idea 
about what is going to be the core policy, but then having a 
working group to talk about it, to tease out the ideas, to 
actually have a round table or something like that with the 
stakeholders. And then go back to the table and say this is the 
way you go. You really must test your policy though, you 
must do it. Because I’m not a childhood teacher, I’m a 
nurse. So if you asked me about what I thought about 
something related to a hospital, I’d have a lot of insight 
into that but I don’t have, except for my own children’s 
experience, a lot of insight into early childhood education. 
 
I think they’ve got an extremely important role and it’s really 
what I said, I don’t really think that in these very human, 
hands-on types of portfolio areas, that you can actually rule 
from Canberra. You really need to have people closer to 
the coal-face to see. That’s why I’ve chosen to be a state 
parliamentarian because I want to have the hands-on in 
relation to actually looking into a hospital, into a preschool or 
a long day care centre and so on. I don’t want to have an 
overarching view where I’m once removed from it because 
I’m a practical sort of person. I think there’s a lot to be said 
for being very close to the stakeholders, very close to the 
providers of the early childhood education, the parents and 
the children. So I think the states have a vital role, 
considering our size.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recognition that expertise lies with 
stakeholders 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Metaphor – hard labour, toiling – the 
people who work with children. 
Policy can’t be distanced from the 
‘real work’? 

<Internals\\Politicians\\P9 Naomi>  
 
I think there is certainly a movement from some places 
approaching government for a while that spoke about a one to 
three ratio but I very much took a pragmatic view that- 
and I think some of the unions may be looking at a one to 
three but I think one to four is a happy medium... It’s not 
one to five, it’s not one to three but it’s a happy medium. 
 

 
 
 
Pragmatism does not equate to best 
practice as advised by experts. 
Pragmatism is finding a ‘happy 
medium’ 

<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ1 Joanne 211008>  
 
I think so, it’s much more effective because you can have an 
open and honest conversation then, to say ‘Well look, this is 
working really well, but here are some ideas that might shift 
your thinking around here and here are some practical things 
that you could actually do.’ And if you don't have that 
collegiality and work collaboratively, then I think in 
adversarial arrangement, it’s much more challenging 
because I don't know about you, but if someone’s getting 
pissed-off at me, I just shut off and I’m not actively listening 
to what they’re doing, to what they’re saying to me.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Equating a particular kind of 
relationship or way of working with 
others to be pragmatic 

<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ11 Liz 040209>  
 

 
 



  

227 
  

And we speak out publicly at speeches and things in really 
quite hard ways. So, but not- never in a sort of … without a 
logical argument to support it. The organisation sees itself as 
forward thinking but rational and our main commitment is to 
argue for good outcomes for children. So you wouldn’t hear 
us ranting on the streets. 
 

Do these ideas – logical, rational – 
link to pragmatism? Advocacy from 
this person’s perspective is not about 
‘ranting’ but presenting logical, 
rational arguments for children 
 
Thinking here about how 
pragmatism can be equated with 
particular kinds of advocacy and 
activist work? 
 
Another consideration – is 
pragmatism perceived to be more in 
line with advocacy rather than 
activism? 

<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ2 Claudia Jean 131008>  
 
What I can say is that I think we’ve actually helped shift the 
psyche of the early childhood community more than 
anything, and whether or not it’s made a practical difference 
to policy, or a structural difference to Government action, 
I think, just being there, chipping away at the edges 
means that they know we’re there and we’re not going to 
go away.  
 

 
 
 
 
Presence in policy making contexts 
= practical difference? 

<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ4 Sandie 141008> 
 
We did some early work on Family Day Care to do with 
actually developing the original standards in the original 
Accreditation system. That was again a really interesting 
process to look at the management of how the Department 
tried to deal with the diversity of viewpoints within Family 
Day Care. They set up really unworkable structures to try and 
do that which were to have a working party that was looking 
at standards and a working party that’s looking at 
Accreditation process with some small amount of overlap 
between the two groups. But you can't divorce standards from 
Accreditation processes and so what you ended up with was 
one group developing things down this way and the other 
group working that way. We were meant to be managing both 
processes and that was extremely hard, with the bureaucrats 
got caught in the middle of it as well. Some of the academics 
involved were seen as being very difficult to manage 
because from bureaucrats’ point of view as they don’t 
have a level of pragmatism that is needed for policy 
implementation and political processes. They come with a 
view from the evidence base and whatever, and sometimes 
that’s actually a fairly naïve one. 
 
Yeah, rather than the scheme. But you know, it’s a nightmare 
to- well, basically you will never get decent monitoring of 
individual carers if you don’t have them linked to a scheme, 
as we’ve seen in Western Australia. You’ve got poorer 
Family Day Care in Western Australia because you don’t 
have licensing of schemes, you have individual licensing. 
And as a result, no government has the money to do the level 
of monitoring or support that is needed- I mean, it’s not just 
about monitoring, it’s about how you support and develop 
Family Day Carers or link them out of isolation. There are 
of course many academics who don’t have that sort of 
naivety, but I guess a lot of projects that I’ve worked on 
you’ll get a purist viewpoint that actually doesn’t look at the 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not practical = naïve?  
 
Also this comment indicates that 
some of the evidence base is not 
practical – that advocating for policy 
to be informed by the evidence base 
can be naïve?  
 
Even though there is this strong push 
for evidence based policy, what 
evidence are we talking about? 
Whose definition of evidence? Does 
some evidence get excluded? 
Sanctioned knowledge 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Practicality = working with finite 
resources to find a solution rather 
than abandoning  
 
Purist viewpoint – interesting way to 
describe 
 
Engage the real practicality – tactic? 
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practical implications of well, given finite resources what 
can be achieved at this point that can be leveraged and 
moves us forward to where we want to go. So you’re better 
off actually looking at how you engage in the real 
practicality – how do we actually embed a system that’s 
going to be robust and actually support quality of care rather 
than abandon things because we want to have every 
individual carer accredited for example. 
 
<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ5 Lynette 091208>  
 
But I suppose some of the good operators I've seen are people 
like [colleague]. And why she’s a good operator is because 
she’s politically smart. She doesn’t go in- and she certainly 
will be upfront with what she has to say, and I think most 
Ministers don't have a lot of time, they want you to get to 
the point and get to it fast and she does that. She’ll also 
make sure that she has a clear message and that is what she’s 
taking to them is supported by others, so there’s a bit of a 
network around. And she seems to be effective in that way. 
Another one has been the Childcare Associations Australia, 
the head of the organisation, particularly when it was- the 
name escapes me – the previous president, not- the current 
one only because I haven’t seen her work, but the previous 
one was very pragmatic and very good at saying ‘well 
okay, we mightn’t like all of these things, but we’re going 
to have to wear some of those, but maybe these are the 
ones that we actually approach on.’ So actually looking at I 
suppose, a bit from the Minister’s point of view of not 
challenging on everything, only challenging on the really key 
ones and then having a really good backup to them… 
 
sometimes it’s almost like some people are so difficult that 
people get scared of them so they don't want to deal with 
them so they’ll give in kind of approach. Some people 
take that approach, I haven’t seen that to be successful in 
general. So I would avoid that. But there’s certainly that 
approach as well. But the ones that I have seen to be effective 
have usually been quite pragmatic, clear, brief, to-the-
point and tried to also go out to I suppose, look at it from the 
Minister’s point of view as well, tried to get a bit of a ‘win-
win’ going on. 
 
we put forward a suggestion that the document was to a stage 
now where, before we went out for the next round of 
consultations with the field, we felt that it needed an 
academic review. We also wanted a plain English edit down 
the track, but we wanted an academic review because it 
needed to actually represent best practice not just best 
practical practice, but best practice. And so we suggested a 
group of bureaucrats, and DEEWR made the invitation and 
they actually took our suggestion and invited the people that 
we asked for which was good. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Pragmatism equates to being 
politically tactical – techniques used 
in the presence of politicians to get 
the message heard 
 
 
 
 
 
Again, pragmatism here is described 
as the ability to compromise and 
negotiate  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conflictual approach not necessarily 
effective? 
 
 
More effective = pragmatic, clear 
and aiming for a win-win 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Returning to this idea about ‘best 
practice’ not being practical and how 
does this work with an evidence-
based policy culture?  

<Internals\\QA Case Study\\ECQ7 David & ECQ8 Jane 
190109>   
 
David: So we went to [leading ECEC advocacy 
organisations], we saw it as being the group that have a lot of 
moral authority in this area. And a lot of genuine sort of 
practical authority as well. And they really helped us flesh 
out the detail of the policy agenda that we wanted to pursue 

 
 
 
 
Practical approach is forming 
allegiances – helping each other with 
policy agendas 
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along those sort of agreed lines. And we gave them I think, I 
think [colleague] might agree, some of the strategic direction 
and therefore the capacity to pursue all of our interests 
together. And then it was a matter of having a staged 
development of our policy position. So we had various sort of 
papers that discussed particular issues. And of course, we 
brought together that policy group of experts of 
academics mostly to help us do that and also to help them 
get some purchase on the policy debate. And we sort of 
brokered deals with Opposition and Government to, or 
meetings rather, for them to have some influence. So, it was 
incremental. 
 
Jane: And I think it would be helpful for lobbyists and it 
would probably help them engage with other lobbyists 
beyond their silo of interest. And also, probably improving 
expertise of analysis of current policy, rather than an 
ideologically driven position. Like I don't want to- I’m not 
saying a non-ethical position. Like, you can state your 
ideology or ethics outright, but maybe have a little bit- don't 
analyse- you need to understand where the mainstream 
policy debate is coming from so you know how to link in 
with that. It seems a little bit underdeveloped in some of the 
lobby groups. 
 
Jane: Yeah, we wanted exactly the same things as well, 
eventually, but we had like a ten year plan to get to it and 
they were just adamant that Government had to socialise the 
industry immediately and overnight. 
David: which they were never going to do it. 
Jane: They should have realised twenty years ago it wasn’t 
going to happen and changed their strategy, but they 
didn’t because they were really obstinately ideologically 
driven. 
 
David: You know, we were shut out and the hostile 
employer, which was what ABC was, not only used the law 
to shut us out but they used every other pragmatic device 
they had at their disposal to shut us out. So we couldn’t allow 
25 percent of a workforce to be non-unionised and in fact, 
turn into union-hostile- you know, to be hostile to union 
interests.  
 
David: –and that’s not going to help anyone in the long-run. 
So I mean, while we said we were pragmatic in the way we 
used policy development to assist our aims, there were 
some very strong values that anchored that about the role of 
educators, and the role of the workforce in providing that 
service. 
 
Jane: Yeah, the values then deem what you’re pragmatic 
about. 
 
Jane: And we’ve talked all about the pragmatics of the 
campaign and saying that it’s not ideological but it was all 
strongly anchored in some values which we often don't 
feel the need to talk about, but they’re there [laughs]. 
 
David: And I think, see, the other thing is, if you talk about 
the values- that’s one of the things that we picked up – 
people are really good at talking about what they believe 
in and what they want to see achieved. But then, basically 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This seems an important point – that 
advocacy/activism needs more than 
ideology?  
 
Pragmatism is understanding the 
larger policy agendas at play and 
working out how to penetrate them 
tactically 
 
 
 
 
 
Recognising government processes 
are slow? At times? When can policy 
change be rapid? Why? What are the 
practicalities of demanding rapid 
policy change and action? 
 
 
Pragmatics and industrial issues 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ideology drives the practical 
approach? 
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crap about talking about how you can get there. 
Jane: No strategy. 
Interviewer (Kathryn): This is early childhood people 
generally? 
David: I think it’s generally anyone on the left! [laughs] 
Jane: It’s most people on the left. 
Interviewer (Kathryn): Most people on the left, not just early 
childhood. 
David: It’s really easy to thump the table and preach 
about what you believe in- this is a terrible generalisation, 
but you know, I was always maybe went too strong the other 
way which was a – ‘we know what we believe in, it doesn’t 
get you anywhere just to talk about it, in fact you can look 
stupid just by talking about it’, we were much more 
interested in the how. Much more interested in the how. 
 
<Internals\\Ratios Case Study\\ECR3 Madeline>  
 
Personally I actually think that it’s quite hard to tell. I mean it 
would have been- they would have had to look at it, they 
would have had to confront it every time they put out the 
Regs review because they would have had all those 
submissions about it. What they were doing internally I think 
is quite hard to tell, I mean you would bet the [name of head 
of DoCS] and people like that when they were in the office 
would have been supportive. But they also have to be 
pragmatic in looking at all the things that are coming up for- 
being looked at at the time.  

 
 
 
 
It’s one thing to support a change in 
ratio but politicians and policy 
makers are obligated to consider the 
practical aspects – the evidence base 
is not enough 

<Internals\\Ratios Case Study\\ECR4 Phillip> - 
 
So, you get ultimately this sort of apparent conflict between, 
lets for the purpose of this discussion say you get the 
proponents of one to four on the one hand, lets call it the 
community based proponents and what appears to be the 
private sector resistors. Now in truth, the private sector in my 
opinion, have always supported in principle, the need for 
ongoing quality and improvement, it’s, it’s, it’s a no brainer, 
it’s, it’s not a question of whether or not you continue to look 
for ways to improve quality, but you do take seriously the 
question, what will be the practical affects in terms of 
accessibility and affordability and quality, of these 
changes. You actually do seriously look at it from a slightly 
different perspective than the perspective that the proponents 
typically bring to bear. Now, I, look I think it’s really quite 
important that you have say an academia able to look at 
these changes in standards quite independently of the 
practical impacts, I mean if everyone was bound by 
practical impacts some important things might not happen, 
but I also see how, in a sense on the other hand, those 
important motivators of change for reasons completely 
disconnected with matters of commerce or business or 
practical impacts, that- even though it’s really quite 
important for there to be an academic motivator, if you like, 
it’s also quite sensible for a country or a government system 
as a whole to be willing to temper that push a little bit at least 
with an understanding of how to- shall we say soften the 
impact. Negate the worst of the collateral damage.  
 
So, the reality is that it’s not legally compulsory – I don’t 
have to be in the QIAS system unless I want to service 
subsidised parents. So, it’s not regulation in that strict sense. 
But, the QIAS is effectively compulsory for all practical 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another suggestion that 
academics/researchers and the 
evidence base are not necessarily 
practical 
 
 
 
 
Motivations for change not 
connected to issues of business or 
practicality 
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purposes, it’s regulation. Now, that QIAS system has gone 
a bit off the rails, but basically it’s designed to measure 
process quality. Not structural quality which is what people 
say that the regulations at a state level are supposed to be 
aiming at.  
 
It’s not a matter of trying to take a bad system which 
governments simply must spend money on because children 
are being neglected. We say that’s not believable. And it’s 
not true and it talks the sector down. So our point of view is 
okay, one to four, increase staffing – yeah, there are good 
reasons why in principle that’s worth doing and there are 
good practical reasons why it could make life easier for 
staff and for everybody. And if the costings are supported 
properly and introduced carefully, you know, the costings are 
not reason not to do it.  
 

What’s reasonable to justify policy 
change? 

<Internals\\Ratios Case Study\\ECR5 Cassandra>  
 
I suppose we also knew that as a provider, as a service 
provider, that we could give direct evidence because we’ve 
been doing it for well over twelve months and had that to 
support the whole process. So, and I’m not saying for a 
minute that because of that it’s happened, it’s just more that 
we did use the opportunities and the information that we had 
to put it out there. And I mean, that’s one thing that 
[colleague] in particularly sort of- she does like talking to 
politicians, and for very good reason, because there are 
good benefits out of showing evidence and doing it in a 
practical way too. I don’t think- you know, we came with 
bits and pieces that were- this is how much is can and can't 
cost, but here’s the evidence around how it actually can 
work. And I think that those sorts of- those sorts of 
examples, for different reasons, were more probably 
impacting from our point of view. 
 

 
 
This example is the opposite of the 
arguments about evidence base not 
necessarily being pragmatic – this 
participant argued that by showing 
politicians ‘evidence’ of 1:4 ratio in 
practice being viable and practical, 
then it had a greater influence on 
their thinking. So the ‘practical’ 
evidence is different to the ‘best 
practice’ evidence 
 
Interesting ideas around what 
constitutes ‘evidence’ and who 
decides 
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Appendix 16: Example of third stage of analysing the node 
‘pragmatism’ 

 
Thinking and writing about the data 

 
Some relevant literature on pragmatism and ideology: 

• Ideology and pragmatism (Bressanelli, 2012; Croll & Moses, 2010) 
• Ideology and emotion (Freeden, 2013) 
• Ideology, discourse and critique (Leonardo, 2003) 
• Hope, vision and neoliberalism (Wrigley, Lingard, & Thomson, 

2012) 
 
The term ‘pragmatism’ is used interchangeably with, or was connected to, other 
concepts and ideas. For example, pragmatism connects with other concepts such as 
materialism, evidence-base, reason and realism. None of these terms however, are 
unproblematic.  
 
Provocative data quotes and my comments 
 

But, when I come back to it, I just kind of – again, and in this role, I think 
‘gee it’s hard to get you guys to agree on what’s the best thing to do’. I 
don’t think it’s a sector that’s good at pragmatism or trade-offs. And I 
understand that’s because everyone only wants what’s absolutely the best 
for the kids and they consider it a non-negotiable. But, when you’ve got 
finite tools and resources and you have to think about what’s the best 
thing to do, what’s the first thing to do, I think it’s still a sector that’s 
hard to get that agreement on (P10, Simon, interview transcript) 

 
Simon connects the idea of multiple perspectives to that of ‘pragmatism’, suggesting 
that ECEC advocates/activists do not negotiate from their perspectives to reach 
agreement.  
 

1. There can be a range of connotations with the terms ‘pragmatism’ and 
‘ideology’, an observation I’ve made in the data. 

2. Despite the slipperiness of the definition of ideology, some interesting 
perspectives arose from the data that were springboards for thinking about 
ideology and pragmatism in relation to ECEC policy: 

a. Pragmatism based on ‘evidence’ 
i. Contested knowledge – defining ‘evidence’ in ECEC policy 

ii. The research base –what research influences ECEC policy in 
Australia? 

b. Getting from A to B: a practical path to visionary ideals 
i. Generating policy capacity and knowledge – not always 

mobilised strategically 
ii. The importance of mentors and leadership - historicising 

policy, networks, strategic mobilisation 
iii. Compromise and trade-offs – prioritising policy goals?  

c. When pragmatism doesn’t matter:  
i. The undercurrent of ideology in politics: Money does and 

doesn’t matter – maternalist discourses; pay inequity in ECEC 
– the consistent inequality in ECEC due to a highly female 
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dominated workforce and the nature of ECEC ‘work’ – 
ideologically, policy is heavily influenced by inequitable 
‘ideas’ of children and women, more so than how much a 
‘vision’ is going to cost. 

ii. The electorate and elections: working to please; 
‘governmentality’ – seen to be doing something; a 
conservative electorate or what the electorate will tolerate; the 
two faces of policy – the electorate watered down version and 
what the ECEC sector gets – does the electorate get the 
moderate ideological version and ECEC sector gets something 
a little bit more edgy? 

iii. Neoliberalism – working within the political, economic and 
social paradigm of neoliberalism: pushing back at a relentless 
discourse. 

 
Writing through the ideas  
I have been intrigued by the two quotes below, and all the other participants’ 
comments, on the issues of pragmatism and ideology. At the moment, I see the 
viewpoints sitting on a spectrum with pragmatists on one end and ideologues on the 
other. But this is simplistic and dichotomist. Certainly some participants discussed it 
in this way, but I think there is something much more interesting to take away from 
the data. I think they are provocations for thinking about activism and policy 
influence, and perhaps both are important and worthwhile considerations for any 
activist wishing to influence politicians (directly or indirectly). I need to tease out 
these terms and complicate what might be considered incompatibility between 
pragmatism and ideology. 
 
I think it will be important to be careful to critique the claims that ECEC advocates 
are overly ideological and not pragmatic, because this links into the notion of 
evidence/research – what kinds of evidence/research are sanctioned and what 
evidence/research is ignored or not considered credible for informing policy 
(thinking here about Fenech’s research: while P10 Simon below argues that there is 
no research saying any ratio is good, it just says that lower ratios are better, Fenech’s 
research found that ratios of 1:5 were untenable. But Fenech’s research was 
qualitative, small scale and practitioner-informed – perhaps not considered 
credible?).  
 
Does pragmatism alone perpetuate mediocrity? 
Can ideology and values be promoted because it is reasonable to want equality? 
Extending the vote to women could have been seen as an impractical, ideological 
demand (e.g. for practical reasons – it would be a large administrative cost increase 
for women to vote in elections), and indeed for a long time, women were denied 
their rights to vote due to discrimination. Not sure if this is a rights based argument 
or about ideology or both… 
Is it ideological to want workforce conditions and pay that is reflective of the work 
and not based on sexist societal constructs, or is that vision for the workforce a 
reasonable and practical proposal? Is it ideological for the sector to ask politicians to 
make decisions for ECEC policy that are driven by concerns for quality and 
children’s wellbeing rather than economic rationalism, or is that reasonable?  
 
“I don’t think it’s a sector that’s good at pragmatism or trade-offs. And I understand 
that’s because everyone only wants what’s absolutely the best for the kids and they 
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consider it a non-negotiable. But, when you’ve got finite tools and resources and you 
have to think about what’s the best thing to do, what’s the first thing to do, I think 
it’s still a sector that’s hard to get that agreement on…I have particular views on 
advocacy not being a good substitute for effective public policy, but compassion not 
being a good substitute for thinking…I think this is a sector that is incredibly 
passionate and mistakes passion for thinking. And mistakes deeply held beliefs for 
well-developed, well thought out policy. And mistakes beliefs and passion for 
research evidence.” (P10 Simon, interview transcript) 
 
And then there is this comment from Jane: 
 
“And having a vision of the need for overall reform. And I think it would be helpful 
for lobbyists and it would probably help them engage with other lobbyists beyond 
their silo of interest. And also, probably improving expertise of analysis of 
current policy, rather than an ideologically driven position. Like I don't want to- 
I’m not saying a non-ethical position. Like, you can state your ideology or ethics 
outright, but maybe have a little bit- don't analyse- your need to understand where 
the mainstream policy debate is coming from so you know how to link in with that. 
It seems a little bit underdeveloped in some of the lobby groups.” (ECQ8 Jane, 
interview transcript) 
 
Perhaps these two comments sit together because they are commenting on a lack of 
policy knowledge or capacity to actually work with what is currently available to 
achieve practical outcomes – that just having compassion/passion alone isn’t enough 
for good policy development (Simon) and that ideology isn’t enough, it has to sit 
alongside a pragmatic understanding of current policy in order to link in to the 
mainstream in order to take it further (Jane). It goes against the argument of having 
blue skies vision (perhaps?) or is it more about saying you can have a blue skies 
vision, but you have to have an incremental, pragmatic way of reaching that 
vision….  
 
Funding/investment and pragmatism 
One of the politician participants, Maree (P1) made the comment that Government 
decisions always came down to money. She said: 
 
“But as I say, often it’s just a puzzle as to why they would go down path A and not 
path B…usually it’s money. It comes down to money – usually you talk about ratios 
of staff to children, and wages, and better qualifications – all of those add up to 
money and affordability for parents is money again. So that’s the usual reason 
governments don’t do what they should do. They’d rather spend it on helicopters 
and stuff people don’t care about.” (P1 Maree, interview transcript). 
 
On thinking of about this idea – that politicians are motivated or constrained on the 
basis of money/funding/budget, it seems to me that there are stark cases where this is 
not necessarily the case. Marriage equality is a case in point of a policy reform that 
would not necessarily ‘cost’ the government in monetary terms, but is driven by 
ideology or worldview. In this example, decision making is driven by belief systems 
of both politicians and the electorate.  
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Appendix 17: Charles Sturt University Ethics in Human Research 
Committee Approval Letter 
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Appendix 18: Rattler Magazine publication: Policy Paradox 
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