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Abstract:

National census data collected in 2002 indicated that 45% of all Australian children aged from 0 to 4 years attended formal, government-regulated child care (AIHW, 2003). Two years later, the 2004 FaCS Child Care Census showed that rates of attendance for infants from 0 to 1 year had increased by 2%. Over the course of Waves 1, 2, and 3 of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), therefore, it is expected that about half of the infant cohort (recruited in 2004) will attend a long day care centre. In examining the possible impact of attending formal child care settings on children’s development, it is essential that researchers account for differences in the quality of care. Three decades of research in the U.S., U.K., and Europe have established that high quality care can have sustained positive impacts on children’s behavioural and educational outcomes, and conversely, that poor quality care can contribute to adverse outcomes, especially for vulnerable children.
International studies of child care recommend the assessment of structural (eg., regulated staff-to-child ratios, group size, staff qualifications) and process (eg., interactions between staff and children, access to resources) features of the setting. The LSAC data base includes two sources of information, both of which provide indicators of structural and process quality. (1) The caregiver in the child’s primary care setting provides data about the group that the child attends, including the number of children and staff, her own qualifications and experience, her level of involvement with the children, and children’s access to materials for play and learning. (2) The National Childcare Accreditation Council (NCAC) provides information collected every 2.5 years about the service, including number of children, number of staff holding degree, diploma, and other qualifications, and ratings on a 4-point scale for 31 principles of quality practice. 

In this paper, I examine the merits and limitations of these two sources of data, and discuss the ways that linked data can make a valuable complementary contribution to the LSAC data and to the examination of key questions about child care and children’s development. Results from analysis of Wave 1 data will be presented to illustrate these discussions.

