
Right of Every Child

It is the right of all children1 to grow up within a family 
and community that enables them to develop their 
oral language to its fullest potential and to flourish. 

The Issue

The rates of children who are not on-track in 
their oral language development in Australia are 
increasing. In 2021 the number of developmentally 
vulnerable children increased from 22.7% to 23% and 
17% were developmentally vulnerable in the language 
area, up from 15.6% in 2019.2 The number is double 
among the most disadvantaged and stubbornly 
unchanging over time.3

Limited coordination across the early years system, 
together with a lack of focused resourcing of oral 
language development supports is negatively 
impacting Australia’s children today, and will have 
impacts in our society for years to come. The 
causes of declining oral language development are 
multifaceted4 5 and will require coordinated and 
enduring efforts across the whole system to reverse 
and enable all children in Australia to thrive.    

Not all children 0-5years have opportunities to 
develop oral language skills to their fullest potential, 
which limits their ability to lay the foundations for 
their lifelong wellbeing, literacy, education, 
post-school achievement, and social and  
economic inclusion.

Connect – What is the Issue?Connect – What is the Issue?
The crucial importance of early oral language development as foundational to a child’s early years development 
is not fully understood by families, carers, the community, services, educators, health professionals and 
government. Oral language is a skill and an enabler of future learning and development. Giving greater priority to 
early oral language can create higher literacy levels and life outcomes for children and their families and assist in 
reducing disadvantage.

It is imperative that ‘we’, the stakeholders in the early years system, connect to the importance of early oral 
language development in the lives of children and young people in contemporary Australia.

National Commitment to 
Early Oral Language  
Our Recommendation for Change

The Early Years Communication Project (EYCP) recommends a National Commitment 
to strengthen the early oral language development of Australia’s children.  We invite the 
early years system stakeholders to connect, understand and act, by urgently recognising 
that oral language is key to optimal childhood development and by taking action to 
develop, monitor and support children’s oral language development during 0 to 5 years  
of age.
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What is oral language?

Oral language, (verbal and non-verbal self-
expression) is the system through which children 
listen and express themselves (words and 
sentences, gestures and facial expressions) to 
share their wants, needs, feelings, and knowledge of 
the world around them.

How does oral language develop?

Oral language development is optimised through 
quality responsive, relational, back and forth ‘serve 
and return’ interactions. When all adults surrounding 
a child talk with them in one-to-one conversations, 
responding, expanding and repeating their words, 
gestures, vocalisations and babbling appropriate to 
their stage of development, oral language will thrive.

The development of children’s first language is 
a strength to nurture and build upon. Monitoring 
progression in children’s language development 
using identified and trusted developmental 
measurement tools, and providing parents, carers 
and educators data and resources to enable prompt 
responses, will maximise their potential growth.

Why is optimising oral language so 
important?

Oral language is at the heart of ‘Serve and Return’, 
one of 5 key domains underpinning a child’s 
optimal early development. The domains are: Brain 
Architecture; Serve and Return interactions; Toxic 
Stress; Executive Function and Self-Regulation; and 
Resilience.11 Children’s brains are most efficiently 
and effectively wired to learn oral language in their 
early years, with 75% of brain development occurring 
in a child’s first five years12 13 Literacy develops from 
oral language and is enabled by it. 

When oral language of all children in Australia 
is thriving, regardless of their circumstances or 
where they grow up, their potential for educational 
attainment and achievement, wellbeing and 
economic and social equality is maximised14. 
There is substantial evidence and many 
initiatives supporting the need for prioritising 
and implementing early years oral language 
development.15 Investments in early oral language 
development enable both individuals and Australia’s 
future productivity, prosperity and wellbeing. 

What happens when oral language is not 
optimised?

1.	 Low level oral language skills among children, 
particularly in those communities already 
experiencing vulnerability, compound into 
adulthood.16

2.	 When the potential of children’s oral language 
skills cannot be met, children experience 
reduced school readiness, greater likelihood 
of emotional and behavioural issues, and lower 
social capability. In turn this can be a barrier to 
learning at school, limit educational attainment, 
social networks and employment prospects, and 
lift the potential for interaction with the justice 
system.17 18 19

3.	 The cost of perpetuating systems that do 
not enable foundational oral language skill 
development is high for individuals, families, 
and communities. Costs are also high for our 
nation through its impact on wellbeing, welfare, 
and social services.20 For example, illiteracy in 
Australia is estimated to cost up to $44 billion 
annually.21

Understand – What, How, Why and Who plays a role?Understand – What, How, Why and Who plays a role?
We need to understand and accept that early years oral language development is foundational to children’s social 
interaction, learning, participation, wellbeing, and positive employment and economic outcomes.6 7 8 9 10  

Through co-ordinated, consistent, and enduring efforts across all aspects and systems related to a child’s life,  
we all play a crucial role in monitoring, developing, and supporting oral language to make a positive lifelong impact 
on children’s lives.
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We can all play a significant role in optimising  
effective oral language development. 

Who plays a role in developing oral language?

A child's development is influenced and enabled by their families, carers, community, educators, health 
professionals, services, and government.  This is a complex system that includes many different stakeholders, 
regions, and government departments, and will differ for each child.

We recognise and embrace the diversity of communities in Australia. Our purpose is to recommend actions that 
can be tailored and implemented accordingly to cultural strengths, local communities, and individual needs. 
Diversity embraces people with disability, First Nations people and communities and culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities. 

We can all play a significant role in optimising effective oral language development. 

Who plays a role in the early childhood Who plays a role in the early childhood 
development system?development system?

What are Australia’s early years system goals?

Oral language is a key goal of the Federal Government’s Early Years Strategy:

Children are socially, emotionally, physically and mentally healthy – demonstrated by children having the best 
possible opportunities to develop strong language and communication skills for healthy development, to 
express their emotions and connect positively with each other.22

Oral language is also a core and vital enabler to realising Australia’s goals expressed in the Alice Springs 
(Mparntwe) Education Declaration:

	l Goal 1: The Australian education system promotes excellence and equity 

	l Goal 2: All young Australians become: confident and creative individuals, successful lifelong learners and 
active and informed members of the community. 23

SERVICES:   
Child and family 

services and hubs  
Aboriginal child and 

family services

COMMUNITY:  
Play/cultural/faith 

groups, libraries

HEALTH:  
Maternal and child health, 
allied health, general 
health, NDIS

EDUCATION: 
Early childhood 
education & care 
(ECEC), Multifunctional 
Aboriginal Children’s 
Services (MACS)
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Act – What needs to change?Act – What needs to change?
We can act by making a Commitment that all children will be supported by a system that enables them to 
develop oral language skills to their fullest potential to lay the foundations for their lifelong wellbeing.

What needs to change?

Time is of the essence 

The window to achieve oral language foundations is from 0-5 years. We must urgently do things differently 
to disrupt what maintains the status quo so that every child in Australia can fully develop their oral language 
skills, and with this, their full potential.

POLICY

Recognise the importance of 
oral language development 
and embed and fund its 
development in relevant early 
years federal, state and local 
government policies.

CAPABILITY & RESOURCES

Build knowledge, capacity 
and confidence of parents, 
families, carers, services, 
educators, and health 
professionals to recognise, 
develop and support 
children’s oral language 
development.

MONITORING 

Regular universal 
measurement of a child’s oral 
language development from 
2-5 years to provide parents 
and carers and early years 
educators with knowledge 
and tools to support 
children’s growth pathways 
during this important period.
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Policy Makers and Politicians

1.	 Articulate the importance of oral language as 
fundamental to children’s learning, development, 
and wellbeing, and support the early years system to 
embed this.

2.	 Sponsor coordinated approaches to children’s 
early oral language development, identifying and 
removing constraints from silos across whole of 
government.24 25

3.	 Embed, implement, and fund oral language 
development and the ecosystem that strengthens 
home language environments in relevant early years 
federal, state, and local government strategies.

4.	 Invest in universal measurement of oral language 
including through outreach from 2 years.26

Services including Health, Family Services and 
Early Childhood Education and Care *

1.	 Collaborate with services and supports and 
continue to extend work across the early childhood 
system. 

2.	 Further embed recognition of oral language into 
your organisation’s strategies and work.

3.	 Prioritise developing staff capability around early 
language development.

4.	 Observe and document  oral language from 2 years 
old and seek timely professional advice as needed.

5.	 Convey consistent messaging with parents, families 
and carers to highlight the critical importance of 
oral language development and actions they can 
take to support this. Provide them with resources to 
enable them to support oral language development.

Families, Carers and Community

1.	 Continue to strengthen your focus on your children’s 
oral language development: read, sing, play 
with your child and encourage serve and return 
interactions.

2.	 Build your knowledge and skills around how to 
support your child’s oral language development, and 
with this, build their skills and confidence. 

3.	 Measure and monitor your child so you and others 
can understand their needs and support their oral 
language growth and development. 

Researchers

1.	 Connect across the early years system to support 
the translation and implementation of research 
findings into systems-wide practice.

2.	 Research and articulate the social, economic, 
and financial impacts of early years oral language 
development.

3.	 Collaborate with policymakers and services to 
disseminate research and contribute to a credible 
and robust evidence base to inform the early years 
system.

Higher Education and Registered Training 
Organisations**

1.	 Increase the focus on quality oral language 
development content within teaching pedagogy 
and practice across education, health, allied health 
ECEC and social services.

2.	 Expand access to professional development 
content across the early years system focusing on 
oral language development.

3.	 Actively collaborate with other researchers across 
the early years system and raise awareness of 
research outcomes highlighting links between oral 
language and outcomes.

Funders

1.	 Consider a systems approach to early childhood, 
and recognise the critical role of early years 
language development as a foundation to literacy 
and beyond and the evidence base behind this.

2.	 Collaborate with other funders, service providers, 
and government to enhance the scale of programs 
to lift awareness, measurement, and capability 
building across the early years system nationally.

3.	 Collaborate across the philanthropic sector to 
enable the funding and progression of cohesive, 
integrated, and scalable solutions. 

How can each of us play a role?

*Services include: Early childhood education and care providers 
(ECEC), health and allied health services, disability, Aboriginal 
child and family services, family services and hubs, Multifunctional 
Aboriginal Childcare Organisations, playgroups, libraries, faith-
based services.	

**Registered Training Organisations include: Australian Vocational 
and Education Training (VET) organisations authorised to deliver 
and assess nationally recognised early childhood training approved 
by ASQA.
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Appendix 
About the Early Years Communication Project (EYCP)About the Early Years Communication Project (EYCP)

The EYCP was initiated by the Bowness Family Foundation (BFF) in 2023 with the aim of addressing and 
improving declining oral language skills among Australian young children. The impact and consequences of 
having communication support needs or developmental delays is a specific area of interest of BFF, stemming 
from lived experience within the Bowness family. 

After years of research BFF determined oral communication was an area which was not well understood or 
supported but has a profound impact on an individual's quality of life, opportunity to achieve their potential, and 
improved education, wellbeing, and economic outcomes. 

The EYCP was formed by BFF as a National Community of Practice of early childhood expertise.  Its purpose is 
to harness and leverage the collective knowledge and expertise of organisations working in and with children in 
their early years at federal, state and local levels. 

Collectively the group brings decades of speech pathology, early learning systems, curriculum development, 
early intervention strategy and policy and developmental delay expertise, as well as successful service and 
program delivery, including among First Nation's communities. 

The group comprises Australian Literacy and Numeracy Foundation, Berry Street, Early Childhood Australia, 
Language Disorder Australia, Mornington Peninsula Foundation, Raising Literacy Australia, Schools Plus and 
Victorian Aboriginal Child and Community Agency.

The EYCP group, supported by Collaboration for Impact, worked together for 2 years to review the early years 
system to identify core issues impacting oral language development in Australia's children.

We identified that within the early childhood systems the critical role of oral language development is not fully 
understood by all stakeholders and optimal oral language development for all is not consistently supported. We 
want to change this.
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