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THE PROJECT
Family Day Care (FDC) — where educators care for and educate 
small groups of children in their own homes — is a diverse 
but declining part of Australia’s early childhood education 
and care (ECEC) sector, falling from 16% of the workforce in 
2016 to just 3.6% in 2024. Despite holding the same minimum 
qualifications and meeting the same national frameworks and 
quality standard as centre-based services, FDC educators often 
report feeling unrecognised as professionals, which contributes 
to them leaving the sector.

This study highlights the experiences of FDC educators, 
identifying how they perceive their value and identity as 

professionals within the wider early childhood sector. It draws 
on an anonymous national online survey of 200 currently 
practising FDC educators. Respondents were all female, highly 
qualified (82% held a Diploma or higher), and represented 
metropolitan, regional and rural/remote areas evenly.

Patterns in educators’ responses were identified, then 
‘Affordance Theory’ was applied to examine how people’s 
perceptions of possibilities in their environment were shaped 
by culture, knowledge, ability, history and experience. This 
framing helped explain not just what educators do, but why 
their contributions go unrecognised.

KEY FINDINGS
Family Day Care educators hold high standards for themselves 
as professionals and see their work as important for not only the 
children they work with but also the families. This gives them 
pride in what they achieve and the relationships they build 
over time. What is less noticeable is a sense of belonging to the 
early childhood sector more broadly, outside of their families or 
schemes. 

Educators described their work through four consistent themes:
•	 aligning practice with government frameworks like the 

Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) and National Quality 
Standard

•	 building safe, nurturing, home-like learning environments
•	 forming close, collaborative relationships with families
•	 developing deep, individualised knowledge of each child, 

enabled by small group sizes and sustained one-on-one 
engagement.

Despite this, educators consistently reported feeling 
professionally unrecognised. Many described being ‘lumped 
in’ with long day care in policy terms while receiving none of 
the same support, being excluded from sector discussions, 
and being perceived by outsiders as ‘just babysitting’ or 
‘less professional’, of lower-status, or a lower-quality option  
despite holding equivalent qualifications and meeting identical 
regulatory standards.

The home setting itself emerged as a double-edged affordance 
- it enabled personalised, high-quality care, but also drove 
isolation and a perception of lower professional status. Being a 

sole trader gave educators autonomy but added administrative 
burden, and government policies designed for centre-based 
services often didn’t translate meaningfully to the FDC context, 
leaving educators to adapt policy on their own with little say in its 
formation. A historical devaluing of ‘care’ relative to ‘education’ 
in the sector, and the association of FDC with feminised, home-
based labour, were identified as underlying, longstanding 
constraints.



RECOMMENDATIONS
Raising FDC educators’ awareness of the opportunities and constraints 
shaping their position could open pathways to action and advocacy. Specific 
recommendations include:
•	 Strengthening connections within the FDC educator community (via 

coordination schemes and peer networks) to build collective confidence and 
voice.

•	 Actively challenging outdated ‘babysitting’ narratives and advocating for 
recognition of care as a legitimate, skilled dimension of professionalism, on 
par with education.

•	 Raising the broader sector’s awareness of what constitutes quality ECEC and 
effective professionalism specifically within a FDC context.

•	 Involving FDC educators more meaningfully in policy design and funding 
decisions, so frameworks reflect FDC’s distinct operational realities rather 
than being adapted after the fact by individual educators.

•	 Building alliances between FDC educators and educators in other ECEC 
settings to jointly reposition care as central to quality practice sector-wide.

NEXT STEPS
Follow-up papers will look more closely at professional-recognition data as well 
as notions of belonging as a professional, using data from this same survey and 
complementary interview data.

Similar research should be done in other countries where care work is historically 
undervalued to see whether similar dynamics (and potential solutions) hold 
internationally. Interested international partners are being sought to advance this 
research.

The broader ambition is to use these insights to inform government workforce 
strategy and address structural inequities affecting FDC’s standing within national 
ECEC systems so FDC is treated as an equal, valuable option — not a second-rate one.

“I don’t think that we are 
overly welcomed. There 

seems to be the sense that 
we are just babysitting at 

home rather than educating 
children to a high standard.” 
— Family Day Care educator
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