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Abstract:  Pedagogical shifts: Developing a national interdisciplinary educational framework for professionals working with children in the early years
Professionals from a range of disciplinary backgrounds are expected to work in ‘seamless’ early years environments without the essential foundations of interdisciplinary 
practice. This research project seeks to optimise these expectations and  national policy shifts in Australia by involving health, and education professionals in the 
development of a national inter-disciplinary framework  to work more closely than ever before with children. As disciplinary education varies significantly, working together 
in early year’s environments has proven problematic for professionals and the children and families for whom they care. 
This research reports on a unique and timely project that encompasses a pedagogical shift to address this problem.  The shift entails the development of a national inter-
disciplinary teaching and learning framework, developed collaboratively by the professions, for the professions. It lays the foundations for ongoing workforce collaboration 
for professionals working in the early years.  Underpinned by theoretical frameworks that optimise equity, collaboration and engagement, the project design uniquely uses 
multilayered approaches of modified Delphi rounds, and focus groups. The aim of the interdisciplinary teaching and learning framework is to inform all curricula for 
individuals who will work with children from birth to five years and their families. It specifically attends to the double axis needs of multiple professions and multiple 
qualification levels for health education and welfare workers in the early years
Background 
The first five years of a child’s life are irrefutably important, establishing life-long health, social and economic outcomes. To optimise these outcomes, national and state 
policy is directing professionals from a range of disciplinary backgrounds involved with children to work more closely than ever before. As disciplinary education varies 
across the professions, working together to support the early years has proven problematic. This project seeks to address this problem by developing a national inter-
disciplinary teaching and learning framework to inform higher education curriculum, for the preparation of early years professionals. Informed by rigorous scholarship, and 
aiming to optimise collaboration, engagement, and social justice, the project design uses multilayered methodologies including modified Delphi rounds, and focus groups. 
This project will build an essential foundation for an interdisciplinary early childhood curriculum in higher education that uniquely attends to the demands of multiple 
professions, qualification levels and workforce agendas.
Despite being a wealthy nation, Australia is only a middle-ranked country when it comes to the wellbeing of our children and young people (Australian Research Alliance for 
Children and Youth 2013). Further, the substantial gap that exists between Australia’s highest and lowest performing students is far greater than that found in many other 
OECD countries (ibid). Significantly, almost 30 per cent of Indigenous children are developmentally vulnerable, which represents a significant gap between indigenous and 
non-indigenous children (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2012).  The evidence pertaining to the importance of the early years in determining a child’s life course 
is unrefuted and compelling (Shonkoff et al. 2009). As such Australia has implemented a significant shift in policy focus to attend to the challenges of optimising every 
child’s health, care and educational outcomes. (Mustard 2008). The National Agenda for Early Childhood (DEEWR 2011), called for major reforms in early childhood care 
and education. A core aspect of the National Early Childhood Development Strategy is that a highly educated early childhood multi-disciplinary workforce is necessary to 
bring about what child development scholars have suggested is “fundamental cultural change required for responsive service delivery” (CoA 2009a, p. 20; Mustard 2008). 
Most recently (November 2012) the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) held a National Symposium to advance the development of a National 
Action Plan for Child and Youth Wellbeing (ARACY 2012). The symposium concluded that inter-disciplinary collaboration was essential to improve health, education and 
welfare outcomes for Australian children. This proposed project dovetails with these important policy initiatives and bridges the potentially critical gap between policy and 
practice. Significantly, this project will, for the first time, develop a collaborative interdisciplinary framework to inform curriculum for the early childhood workforce, thus 
supporting the ‘fundamental cultural change’ required in early years practice to support the wellbeing of Australian children.
Early years professionals play an essential and integral part in prevention and early intervention strategies aimed at circumventing the long term effects of inadequate 
engagement or disengagement with the appropriate health and welfare services (Parry et al 2009). Reviews of services specifically designed to provide care for children and 
families found that combined approaches to interventions are more effective (Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford 2009; Productivity Commission 2011). Integrated services 
are being offered in some Australian jurisdictions, with South Australia, Victoria and Tasmania instigating joint departments for health, education and welfare service 
provision for the early years.
This positive development has generated an important concern. These joint departments are now requiring health, welfare and education professionals to work in 
seamless multidisciplinary teams without having the underpinning common understandings of their professional backgrounds and cultures. At present the ‘early childhood 
workforce’ is drawn from disciplines such as social work, child and family health nursing, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, speech therapy, psychology, medicine, and 
early childhood education. These professions have discrete tertiary education and no common early childhood specific education or training. Indeed, as an example of the 
challenges raised by the lack of common language of childhood, project team leader Grant and team member, Parry are currently working with the South Australian 
Department of Education and Child Development (DECD) to develop a research based in-service program to meet this crisis of service delivery. This parallel project has 
identified that current professional beliefs around best practice outcomes for children are diverse and create barriers for interdisciplinary work. There is a critical need for a 
National Framework that incorporates a statement of common outcomes for children, an interdisciplinary map and a statement of universal essential elements for working 
with children from birth to five years. The current policy agendas for ‘joined up’ service provision make this more important than ever before.  
A compounding problem is the philosophical difference between the various professionals’ fundamental views of children and childhood. These differences are played out 
in the frameworks for care and education developed by the individual disciplines to guide their educational preparation for practice. The National Framework for Protecting 
Australia’s Children 2009-2020 (CoA 2009b), for example, while advocating child protection children as everybody’s business, it remains a framework for social care. The 
Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (CoA 2009c) is focussed predominantly on the work of early childhood educators. While work is underway to bring together 
the disciplines and the language of the disciplines in documents such as the National Action Plan for Child and Youth Wellbeing, professionals currently working 
collaboratively continue to be divergent in theory and practice. Notably, perspectives on the value of evidence for practice also vary which makes the trialling and 
implementation of new programs within multidisciplinary settings extremely difficult. A multidisciplinary map of evidence informed practices embedded in a national 
educational framework will address these current barriers in education and practice.
Taking child protection as an example, in 2007 the disciplines of teaching, social work, psychology, nursing and midwifery took part in a national project to explore what is 
currently being taught at undergraduate level about child protection; what professionals know, think and do about protecting children, where child protection fits into 
professional education programs and who takes responsibility for its delivery.  While all disciplines identified areas for improvement, a common theme appeared to be the 
need for collaboration and conversations between professions around child protection. Significantly, all disciplines identified a need to challenge their disciplinary 
perceptions. (see for example Arnold & Maio-Taddeeo 2007; Arnold et al 2008 & Parry et al 2009)
The development of a national inter-disciplinary teaching and learning framework will promote professional collaboration and inter-professional alignment. It will enable 
professionals who work with children in the early years to collaboratively challenge and co-create shared perspectives on all aspects of the early years, including child 
protection. From the establishment of an interdisciplinary project team, this project targets potential adopters from the outset, leading the way for future re-positioning 
and re-shaping of discipline-based curriculum and courses. 
This project delivers three tangible project resources; a statement of common outcomes for children, an interdisciplinary map, and a statement of universal essential 
elements for working with children from birth to five years. These resources can uniquely be integrated into existing teaching and learning curricular and also provide a 
platform for inclusive development of future curricula. Integrating these resources into existing curricula will support the required ‘cultural shift’. Through optional self-
evaluation processes these resources will be shaped and developed over time to ultimately shape future curriculum, thus embedding the cultural shift. This innovative 
framework to inform curriculum will meet student and employer needs for the present and into the future. Specifically it will promote interdisciplinary program 
development and pedagogies, with the potential for reshaping and repositioning discipline based courses.
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