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Early Years services and Preventative Spending 
 
Further evidence: key points: 
 

1. Early years services (pre-school and school age childcare services) can make a 
more substantial contribution to the Scottish economy in the short as well as 
the longer term. Currently, Early Years Education and Care Services (ECEC) 
support many parents in paid employment and in enhancing the education and 
skills of the workforce.  However the current structure, high cost of ‘childcare’ 
and availability of services prevent others from accessing them and contribute 
to high levels of child poverty – the highest levels of poverty can be found in 
families with children under the age of five. (McKendrick et al, Poverty in 
Scotland: towards a more equal Scotland (CPAG 2010 pp 161-6). Integrated 
ECEC services using a similar charging policy to the Nordic countries, which cap 
the cost to all parents but provide the greatest support to those on low incomes 
or with particular need of services, are an essential part of the modern 
infrastructure. Without an adequate supply of places, Scotland will have to 
struggle harder to recover from the recession and if quality is sacrificed to 
quantity, will not achieve the long term benefits which only quality services can 
bring.  

 
2. In the medium and longer term, high quality ECEC services are also a highly 

effective means of contributing to the health, wellbeing, social cohesion and 
education and skills of the Scottish population.  The US economist James 
Heckman has projected that investment in early years services can generate 
seven times its value in avoiding the need for future interventions. The 
European Commission’s recent Communication on Early Childhood Education 
and Care (EC COM (2011) 66 ) points to its wider importance in contributing to 
a workforce “capable of creating a more skilled workforce capable of 
contributing and adjusting to technological change” and points to “clear 
evidence that participation in high quality ECEC leads to significantly better 
attainment in international tests on basic skills such as PISA and PIRLS 
equivalent to between one and two school years of progress.” It also notes that 
it contributes to the goals of reducing early school leaving and lifting 20million 
people out of the risk of poverty and social exclusion. ( EC (2011) COM 66) 
Recent Nordic research in countries which have extensive systems for those 
under as well as over three point to the links between high quality services and 
higher levels of self esteem, curiosity and motivation to learn. (Hansen, 
Children in Europe 20, pp13-14, March 2011) Other benefits which have been 
insufficiently recognised include the contribution that mainstream universal 
services can make to not only supporting parents but to improving parenting, 
and in establishing healthy eating and life styles which could make a real 
impact on current upward trends in childhood obesity.   

 
3. It is sometimes forgotten that young children are also our youngest, and not 

just future, citizens. The 2005 UN special early years report on implementing 
child rights in early childhood urged countries to recognise the young child’s 
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right to developmentally appropriate and culturally relevant programmes and 
emphasised that it saw the right to education as beginning at birth and closely 
linked to the young child’s right to benefit from a standard of living adequate to 
healthy child development. (UN (2005) Comment No 7) It is to be regretted 
that the proposed Rights of Children and Young People Bill does not currently 
envisage recognising these rights.  

 
4. Points to consider in addressing these issues include: 

 
* Recognition needs to be given to the contribution ECEC services (and for 
similar reasons, out of school services) can make in contributing to economic 
recovery as well as future economic development. Previous cost benefit analysis 
has highlighted the particular benefits of investment in this form of infrastructure 
through its ‘galvanising’ effect. (Cohen and Fraser, (1991) Childcare in a Modern  
Welfare System, IPPR)  The EC Communication on Early Childhood Education 
and Care highlights that it is essential to Europe’s aspirations for “smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth”. 

 
 

* The EC Communication on ECEC offers a valuable framework for Scotland in 
developing these services and highlights the importance of universal and 
inclusive access and integrated systems which, in particular do not distinguish 
between education and care.  The Communication points to the possibilities of 
member states using the Structural Funds to develop appropriate models. These 
opportunities, combined with ensuring that more effective use is made of 
schools and utilising the ‘integration’ dividend that comes from a simplified 
structure of services, can help to ensure that through building up our universal 
early years services a positive contribution can be made not only in the long 
term but to more immediate economic growth and recovery.  

 
* In addressing these issues we need to recognise that whilst much has been 
done to raise awareness of the importance of early years we still confront a 
situation in which the number of children under five is still rising – and the 
number of places has gone down. In terms of our commitments under the EC 
2002 Barcelona targets, the clarification within the EC Communication that the 
Barcelona targets referred to fullday places, highlights the big shortfall in places 
in Scottish services.  Urgent action is required to develop a simpler, integrated 
structure of services which more effectively meets the needs of our children and 
families.  
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What is the Communication?

The Communication outlines the views of
the European Commission on the
significance of early childhood education
and care and its relevance to European
economic and social policy. It outlines a
direction of travel for national
governments and a framework for
European collaboration. It was produced
by the Commission as a policy statement
to influence related activity, and for
consideration by the Council of the
European Union. The Council consists of
relevant ministers from Member States:
Tim Loughton, Conservative MP and
minister for children and families at
Westminster, represented the UK at the
Council meeting on 20 May 2011. 

Some aspects of education and
employment are ‘competencies’ of the
European Union, meaning the EU may
pass legislation and spend money on
these areas, but historically support for
early childhood education and care came
under broader equality and employment
policies. 

By formally adopting the conclusions of
the Communication the Council agreed
areas to take forward jointly, but there is
no legal requirement to enact the
recommendations. However it is an
important step towards a pan-European
agreement on what every government
should (and should not) do in the years
ahead. It also opens the door to using
European funds to implement policies in
line with the Communication and
adopted conclusions. Thus the
recommendations mark a significant
development in taking seriously the
needs and best interests of young
children themselves, rather than as
secondary aspects of adult employment
policies. 

The Communication should encourage
an Open Method of Coordination across
Europe on early childhood education and

care. This is the voluntary development
by Member States of national and
regional guidelines following
endorsement of a broad policy, such as
this Communication. Expert networks
share and benchmark practice as a
source of mutual support and to
encourage adherence to policy
guidelines. In the past, this has been a
way to introduce policy areas that have
later been adopted as EU competencies.
That could, and should, be the case with
early childhood education and care.

A more direct and immediate impact
may be through the European Structural
Funds allocated to each nation, including
Scotland. Both the Communication and
the Council conclusions recommend
Structural Funds to support early
childhood education and care policies.
The next round of European Structural
Funds will be allocated this autumn,
although the exact amount has not yet

been determined.

What are the main messages
of the Communication and
the conclusions?

There have been many in-depth studies
of early childhood education and care,
most notably Starting Strong I and II by
the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development,1 and the
most extensive EU study to date in
Working for Inclusion: the role of the
early years workforce in addressing
poverty and promoting social inclusion.2

The Communication and Council
conclusions are not detailed outlines of
how early childhood education and care
should be organised, but
recommendations to which Member
States should aspire. 

They recognise: 
● Increased investment is needed, 

including using “European Structural 
Funds in line with the goals of the 

Europe 2020 strategy”.
● The benefits of a more integrated 

approach nationally, regionally and 
locally, with collaboration of different 
policy sectors such as education, 
culture, social affairs, employment, 
health and justice.

● Providing high quality early childhood
education and care is as important as
ensuring availability and affordability.

● Equitable access to high quality, 
inclusive early childhood education 
and care is particularly important for 
children from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged backgrounds or 
children with disabilities or special 
educational needs.

● Integration of ‘care’ and ‘education’. 
In many countries ‘care’ services 
have different (often less) funding, 
and are managed, inspected and 
staffed separately from young 
children’s education. 

● Increased involvement of, and 
support for, parents. 

● Development and professionalisation 
of the workforce is needed, focusing 
on developing competencies, 
qualifications and working conditions;
increasing the prestige of the 
profession; and bringing more men 
into the sector.

● Identification and support for 
children with learning difficulties or 
special educational needs within a 
mainstream learning environment.

● Promotion of European research and 
data collection to strengthen 
evidence for policymaking and 
programme delivery in early 
childhood education and care.

Ministers noted the Communication
could contribute to the Europe 2020
strategy, in particular the objectives of
reducing early school leaving and lifting
20 million people out of risk of poverty

and social exclusion.

What is the significance of
the Communication and
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conclusions for Scotland?

European Ministers invite Member States
to do three things:
● Analyse and evaluate early childhood

education and care services locally, 
regionally and nationally in terms of 
availability, affordability and quality.

● Ensure measures aimed at providing 
generalised equitable access to early 
childhood education and care and 
reinforcing its quality.

● Invest in early childhood education 
and care as a long term growth-
enhancing measure.

Availability of childcare places
The Communication restates the 2002
Barcelona targets of full day places in
formal childcare for at least 90% of
children aged between 3 and compulsory
school age, and at least 33% of children
under 3. Scotland, counted as part of
the UK, has not met either of these,
providing full day formal services for
only 5% of children under 3 and 24% of
children from 3 to compulsory school
age (see Children in Europe3).
The Communication adds the important
requirement that these childcare places
be “of a high quality”. Attempts to
increase the number of places in
Scotland need to take this into account.

Integrated systems
Systems for early childhood education
and care are divided between
Westminster and devolved governments.

In Scotland, care and education are also
divided between different systems,
including initial education, inspection
and funding.

Scotland continues to embed division
through qualification, inspection and
training systems.

Universal services 
The Communication emphasises
“generalised equitable access” services,
based on research showing that target
groups can be difficult to identify
accurately; may stigmatise groups in
unhelpful ways; and may lead to
segregation at later stages of education.
This is relevant currently with targeting
a predictable option when facing budget
cuts. Policy in Scotland must retain the
universalist aims of the Scottish
Government and CoSLA’s Early Years
Framework and ensure non-equitable
access does not result from attempts to
cut budgets.

Structural Funds 
The Communication and conclusions
specifically mention Structural Funds,
inviting Member States to:

“… make efficient use of all relevant EU
instruments in the fields of lifelong
learning and research, as well as the
European Structural Funds in line with
the goals of the Europe 2020 strategy,
in order to promote the above aims”.

Scotland submitted a response to the

Europe 2020 strategy in May 2011 with
reference to the child poverty strategy,
of which the Early Years Framework
is part.  

European Structural Funds for 2007–
2014 have already been allocated in
Scotland: the Commission will decide on
Structural Funds from 2014 this summer.
The strands relevant for early childhood
education and care are the European
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and
the European Social Fund (ESF): areas
of underspend, to be clarified in October
2011, may provide opportunities for
investment in Scottish early childhood
education and care over the next 2 years
under the Council’s guidelines.

Longer term policy implications arise
from the nature of Structural Funds,
which require suitable matching funds
from other bodies. Given Structural
Funds could potentially support a more
holistic view of early childhood education
and care, matched funding may become
more flexible and follow this European
level policy lead.

A report, The Cost of Childcare, was
published by Children in Scotland in
February 2011. A more detailed report
outlining the state of early childhood
education and care will be published
later this year. These Scotland-focused
reports will aid policymakers to influence
the Westminster Government’s response
and involvement at EU level.
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SNP manifesto pledges

“We will set out the steps we need to take
to increase childcare support here in
Scotland to match the best elsewhere in
Europe.” Scottish National Party manifesto

The Scottish National Party was elected in
May 2011 with a mandate to improve the
lives of young children, and its ambitions
are rightly high. In addition to matching the
best in Europe, the party’s pledges include
introducing “new legislation that creates an
obligation on councils, the health services
and government to deliver early years
services and to see early years education as
an essential part of the learning journey.”
The manifesto also pledges that the new
Government will put “Childcare For All at the
centre of our ambition for families in
Scotland.”

These are just a few of the many promises
to improve outcomes for young children and
their families, fully outlined in Children in
Scotland’s Early Years Briefing No. 4.1 

This briefing paper brings together the key
characteristics of successful European
countries’ early years education and care
policies (taking Slovenia, Norway, Denmark
and Sweden as examples) and sets out how
the Scottish Government could begin to
legislate for change that will deliver on its
pledges.

The challenge 

Numerous research studies show the value
of positive experiences in the early years
and make clear the benefits of investment
in universal early childhood services in the
short and long term for children and their
families. The European Commission’s
Communication on Early Childhood
Education and Care [COM(2011)66]2

(signed up to earlier this year by
Westminster minister, Tim Loughton, on
behalf of the UK) summarises the research
and describes how a system of high quality
Early Childhood Education and Care can
transform young children’s lives. It links
investment in early childhood with meeting
other European objectives outlined in the
Europe2020 growth strategy: reducing
poverty (including child poverty) and
reducing the numbers of children leaving
school early. Briefing no. 3 explains the
significance of the Communication for
Scotland in more detail.3

Scotland currently falls far short of
established childcare targets set at the

European level, and so has some way to go
to match the best in Europe. Targets agreed
by ministers in Barcelona in 2002 (and since
clarified by the EC Communication on Early
Childhood Education and Care4 as referring
to full-day and not part-time provision)
require places be available for at least 33%
of under 3s and 90% of children aged
between 3 and compulsory school age. UK
figures stand at only 5% for under 3s and
24% for 3 and 4 year olds.

Studies by Children in Scotland,5 the Day
Care Trust and Save the Children6 show that
the cost of childcare in Scotland is rising
and remains a significant factor in
preventing further reductions to levels of
child poverty. The high cost of childcare also
contributes to further inequality and
discrimination, in terms of access to early
education and care services. 

A survey by Children in Scotland in 2011
found that childcare costs are rising above
inflation. A weekly cost of £84 for 25 hours
of care is just over half the average part-
time wage. The Daycare Trust’s most recent
survey7 of school-age holiday care found a
weekly average fee of £89. Only those with
the very lowest incomes in the UK may have
to pay no more than 30% of childcare bills;
as income increases financial support
decreases. In Norway parental contributions
are subsidised according to income level,
but they are capped at no more than 20%
of Early Childhood Education and Care fees
for all parents.8 

The new Scottish Government has a historic
opportunity to change significantly the way
Scotland values its youngest children and
their families, and to realise the universal
health and wellbeing that has so far proven
difficult to attain for much of Scotland’s
population.  While Scotland would, as part
of the UK, be pioneering in taking this step
forward, other European countries have
already developed this path before us,
leaving a clear map to follow.

Following European precedents

Research funded by the European
Commission, with support from the Scottish
Government, into how other countries have
invested in the care and education of young
children clearly indicates the way forward for
countries that have made improving
children’s health and wellbeing, and
eradicating child poverty a real priority.9

Early Years Briefing No. 7 sets out the
experience of two countries with contrasting

histories, population and wealth. The stories
of how Norway and Slovenia worked towards
universal and integrated investment in Early
Childhood Education and Care are tales of
clear vision with phased implementation
over a number of years.

Slovenia, a country with a GDP
(89%, as a % of EU average)
substantially lower than Scotland
(114%), has a system of
integrated, universal Early
Childhood Education and Care
absent across Scotland. Slovenia
also has achieved higher levels of
child wellbeing (7th compared
with the UK’s 24th in international
league tables) and lower levels of
child poverty (10.9% of
households living in poverty have
a child under 6 in Slovenia,
versus 22.6% in the UK). 
(Source: Working for Inclusion
research report)

A special report: Integrated Early Childhood
Education and Care in Scotland10 explains
the reasons behind, and negative
consequences of, current divisions between
early years ‘education’ and ‘care’ in
Scotland. Informed by the European
research and the EC Communication on
ECEC, this report also sets out what needs
to change in order to meet the Scottish
Government’s challenge of ‘matching the
best elsewhere in Europe’.

Detailed policy change must be matched by
an ambitious legislative process. The
following points set out what Scotland needs
to achieve to increase the likelihood of
positively transforming young lives.

Characteristics of the best European
Early Childhood Education and Care
legislation and policy

A clear vision based on two things: first, an
understanding of the role that Early
Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)
services play in contributing to children’s
learning, nurture, care, creativity and
health, and second, a commitment to
upholding children’s rights. Early Childhood
Education and Care is seen as a universal
public good for children and families, just as
primary school education have been seen
and treated within Scotland for a long time. 
Phased, timed targets and goals that move
towards achieving such a vision (already
partly outlined in existing policy) in
significant steps need to be put in place.
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Services that are universal and rights based,
but with additional support for those who
need them. The best Early Childhood
Education and Care in Europe has a charging
policy operating from the end of
maternity/paternity leave to the start of
compulsory school age. 

This means providing a universal entitlement
to flexible care and education, with
subsidised funding, capped fees scaled
according to income, and free for those with
low incomes.

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)
is fully integrated. This means dovetailing
services to maternity and paternity
entitlements, ending the divide between
education and care provision and ensuring
simple funding payment structures
throughout.11

Provision is in partnership with parents and
children, and is responsive to its particular
community, be it urban or rural, rather than
a ‘one-size fits all’ approach. Legislation
needs to establish a significant set of
nationwide standards by which the outcomes
for children and families are evaluated
without resorting to a standardised way of
delivering provision.

How Scotland can match the best in
Europe

Legislate for an entitlement to flexible
(up to full-time) Early Childhood
Education and Care immediately
following the end of maternity/paternity
leave. This should include an entitlement to
care that also fits around school provision.
This could be an entitlement phased in over 5
years for example, with initial priority given
to communities where provision for children
is limited and of poor quality, but where
demand is potentially high.

Set out a detailed vision, then link
negotiated, phased targets to Single
Outcome Agreements. Linking these
targets to specific funding to enable the
setting up of nationally agreed service

provision, will enable transfer to the block
grant once initial investment has been made.
European precedence is for high levels of
local autonomy guided by national
agreements. 

Set out in legislation a process for
managing funding. This should link with
tax credit systems currently determined by
Westminster. Yearly levels of subsidies and
a cap on parental fees should both be
established by legislation. A phased system
could start by providing higher subsidies
to: those with low incomes; those in areas
where choice of provision is limited; and,
families which have young children with
disabilities. Again this can be managed
through local mechanisms that are best
able to determine local priorities and
respond to local realities.

Legislate to replace, over a set time
period, Scotland’s fragmented early
years system. It should be replaced by a
new early years system that allows
childcare for children of school age to be
fully linked into integrated Early Childhood
Education and Care, and similarly
subsidised and funded. 

Move towards a clearly defined,
integrated governmental oversight of
early years provision.12 This should
include: having one cabinet secretary
responsible for an integrated early years
system, and moving responsibility for all
Early Childhood Education and Care into
one agency, for example, Education
Scotland; the requirement that all those
working with young children, including
primary teachers, have a common core of
high quality education and training, by
making it possible for example, for primary
teachers to specialise in the 3-5 age group,
and by permitting the probationary year to
be accredited in a nursery environment,
and; moving towards a more unified and
adequate system of pay and conditions for
those working across education and care
for young children.

Developing the provision of Early Childhood

Education and Care in this way needs to be
managed by education departments in
close coordination with broader health and
social care legislation, policies, services
and inspection. 

Full implementation of the existing
Additional Support for Learning Act and its
provision for young children,13 along with
implementing government
recommendations for reinstituting universal
health checks for 24-30 month children,
would be helpful in tightening the net
under children and families who need
support in addition to universal services. 

However, improving the basic universal
service of midwives, and health visitors,
would further anticipate and prevent
difficulties arising. Together with an
integrated, universal system of Early
Childhood Education and Care, this would
ensure that young children and their
families are helped out of poverty or ill
health and become more likely to achieve
higher levels of wellbeing, health and
happiness as a result. 

The risks

If the new government fails to fully grasp
the opportunity to transform policy and
investment, then education and care for
young children and primary school age
children will remain piecemeal and
unequal. This, in turn, will leave primary
and secondary teachers and the health
service having to deal with the effects of
this systemic lack of investment. It will also
leave many parents struggling to support
their children and move out of poverty. 

The risk of inaction is that, despite years of
high ambition and aspiration, Scotland will
remain mired near the bottom of the
European league table on early years
provision and child wellbeing. This low
position has high costs; immediately for
the lives and life chances of children
themselves, but soon after too, for
families, communities, the economy and
Scottish society. 

Early years briefing

978-1-901589-70-2www.childreninscotland.org.uk 

This document is one in a series of Children in Scotland briefings that highlight issues, research or areas of policy that have a particular impact on children’s early
years and on the diverse workforce that provides services for this group. This work is supported through grants from Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and the
Scottish Government’s Child and Maternal Health Division.
Published by Children in Scotland – working for children and their families (SC003527)

References
(1) Children in Scotland, (2011) Early Years Briefing No. 4 Scotland’s new
government and its promises for young children and their families
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/EYFbriefingpaper4v3_EYBrief.pdf
(2 and 4) European Commission (2007) European Commission Communication:
Providing all our children with the best start for the world of tomorrow
[COM(2011)66] http://ec.europa.eu/education/school-
education/doc/childhoodcom_ed.pdf
(3) Children in Scotland, (2011) Early Years Briefing No. 3, The European
Commission’s Communication on Early Childhood Education and Care
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/EYFbriefingpaper3v3.pdf
(5) Children in Scotland, (2010) The Costs of Childcare
www.childreninscotland.org.uk/html/pub_tshow.php?ref=PUB0362
(6) Save the Children and the Daycare Trust conducted research into parents’
views of the costs of childcare. A report will be published in September 2011.
www.savethechildren.org.uk/scotland
(7) Day Care Trust, (2011) Holiday childcare costs survey,
www.daycaretrust.org.uk/news.php?id=50
(8) OECD, Starting Strong II, Early Childhood Education and Care

http://www.oecd.org/document/3/0,3746,en_2649_39263231_27000067_1_1_1_1,00.html
(9) Children in Scotland (2008–2010). Working for Inclusion: the role of the early
years workforce in addressing poverty and promoting social Inclusion.
www.childreninscotland.org.uk/wfi
(10, 11 and 12) Children in Scotland, (2011), Special Report 2: Integrated Early
Childhood Education and Care in Scotland
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/html/poly_con.htm
(13) Children in Scotland (2011), Early Years Briefing No. 5: Scotland’s Additional
Support for Learning Act as a resource for young children (and their parents) and
for early years providers.

Further reading
Children in Scotland, (2011), Early Years Briefing No. 7: How they did it: Norway
and Slovenia’s Early Childhood Education and Care policy.
Children in Scotland, Working for Inclusion country profiles series:
Norway http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFINORWAYA4Report_000.pdf
Slovenia http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFISloveniaA4Report.pdf
Sweden http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFIswedenA4Report.pdf
Denmark http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFIDENMARKReportA4.pdf

If you have any comments about this briefing or suggestions about professional practice or strategy, then please contact Sara Collier at
scollier@childreninscotland.org.uk or on 0131 222 2412.

© Children in Scotland September 2011

mailto:scollier@childreninscotland.org.uk
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/EYFbriefingpaper4v3_EYBrief.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/education/school-education/www.childreninscotland.org.uk
http://ec.europa.eu/education/school-education/doc/childhoodcom_en.pdf
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/EYFbriefingpaper3v3.pdf
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/CIS_Costsofchildcarereport_FEB2011_000.pdf
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/scotland
http://www.daycaretrust.org.uk/news.php?id=50
http://www.oecd.org/document/3/0,3746,en_2649_39263231_27000067_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/wfi
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/html/poly_con.htm
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFINORWAYA4Report_000.pdf
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFISloveniaA4Report.pdf
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFIswedenA4Report.pdf
http://www.childreninscotland.org.uk/docs/WFIDENMARKReportA4.pdf


“We will set out the steps we need to take to
increase childcare support here in Scotland to
match the best elsewhere in Europe.”
Scottish National Party manifesto

European research1 has found that countries
with the lowest levels of child poverty and the
highest levels of child wellbeing are defined by
having universal, high quality and integrated2

systems of Early Childhood Education and
Care. The basis for this investment is a
recognition that high quality universal services
are the best means to improve the lives of all
children, with the understanding that some
children and families will need additional
support above and beyond that possible
through universal provision.

This briefing summarises the experience of two
very different European countries that have
invested, and have achieved the kind of
‘transformational change’ in early years
provision to which Scotland aspires. This
underscores the reality that such
improvements are not merely desirable, but
attainable..

The European countries that have blazed the
trail for Scotland have done so using a
universalist, rights-based approach. This
briefing should be read in conjunction with
Children in Scotland’s special report on how
integrated Early Childhood Education and Care
can be achieved in Scotland,3 and Early Years
Briefing No. 6.4

This briefing focuses on the legislative and
investment approaches used to develop early
years provision in Slovenia and Norway, in
order to inform the Scottish Government’s
consideration of legislation to ”increase
childcare support in Scotland to match the best
elsewhere in Europe.”5

Universal provision 

UNICEF’s Report Card 8,6 published in 2008,
examined policies and provision for the rights
and wellbeing of young children in the most
economically advanced countries in the world.

In common with the OECD Starting Strong
reviews (I and II),7 Report Card 8 emphasises
the need for an integrated and universal
approach to Early Childhood Education and
Care. It highlighted research showing that
targeted programmes for disadvantaged
children, such as Head Start (US) and Sure
Start (UK), reach only one-third to one-half of
their intended target groups. 

Universal early childhood services have many
of the same advantages as universally
available, government-funded primary and
secondary school: bringing together children
from different backgrounds, commanding
broad and sustainable public support and
engendering greater public concern for quality.

It suggests that the way forward lies in
“universal services with flexible financing
systems that can give priority to the
disadvantaged by increasing per capita
expenditure where need is greatest.”8 

Young children’s rights
High quality investment in Early Childhood
Education and Care from birth is essential to
ensure that the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child is implemented for young children.
The 2005 UN special early years report
Implementing child rights in early childhood9

urged countries to recognise young children’s
right to have government investment in
education, to construct high-quality,
developmentally appropriate and culturally
relevant programmes and services and to
support the central features of positive child
rearing and early childhood development.

The Committee emphasised that it saw the
right to education as beginning at birth and
closely linked to young children’s right to
benefit from a standard for living adequate for
healthy child development (Article 27).

Slovenia – in profile

Slovenia established its first national
programme for children from 1 to 6 in
1979. During the 1990s, Slovenia
began to invest in the early years
workforce, and develop a national
curriculum. Slovenia now has a fully
integrated early years system with a
legal entitlement for all children to  a
subsidised full day place in a service
following the end of paid maternity/
paternity care at 12 months.

Population: 2 million 
GDP: 89% of EU average 
Child wellbeing: 7th in Europe 
% of Households with children aged
0-6 in poverty: 10.9% 
Source: Working for Inclusion.10

How did Slovenia do it?

Universal framework. When Slovenia
formed part of the former Yugoslavia, pre-
school services were intended to provide
care for the children of employed parents
and equalise educational opportunities for
men and women.  In 1993, as part of a
wider process of educational reform and
investment, responsibility for pre-school
services was transferred from the Ministry of
Labour and Social Affairs to the Ministry of
Education and Sport, which has overall
responsibility for services. This had the
beneficial effect of shifting the focus from
parents’ needs to children’s rights to
education and social development,
regardless of parental status, income or
residence.

In 1995, a number of Curricular Commissions
were established in Slovenia for different levels
of education, including pre-school. A Curricular
Commission for Pre-school Institutions, with a
broad membership including psychologists,
educationalists, researchers and other experts,
developed a new democratised curriculum and
delivery framework. This had universal
children’s rights at its heart, recognising the
need for flexibility and respecting individual
differences, rather than the previous ‘same for
all’ approach to equality. The curriculum was
holistic, covering all activities that take place in
early childhood centres, including such daily
routines as eating and sleeping. 

National funding formula, local
mechanisms. Local authorities are the main
funders and direct providers of services under
regulation provided by two Acts; the 1996
Organisation and Financing of Education and
Training Act 1996 (which regulates all levels of
education), and the 1996 Preschools
Institutions Act, which covers both public and
private pre-school institutions.

Local authorities are responsible for ensuring
adequate numbers of places in pre-school
services, providing funding and subsidising fees.
They decide the level of fees locally, taking
account of national regulations on pricing and
parental income. Support from government
funding has recently been increased as a
proportion of the national budget.  

Since 2000, parents have been required to pay
no more than 80%, but no less than 10%, of
the cost of the early years services received.
Families with low incomes, or with other
disadvantages may be exempt from payment
or receive further subsidies and have priority in
accessing services. 

Investment and specified funding. Slovenia
has made a substantial investment in workforce
development. All pre-school teachers must now
hold a 3-year degree qualification in pre-
primary education or a 4-year university degree
in another field with a specialisation in pre-
primary education. Social pedagogy has spread
through Slovenia with many more pedagogues
now working in Early Childhood Education and
Care settings.11

Local authorities fund services, but additional
funds are provided for specialist services for
children in hospitals, for children with
additional support needs and to provide extra
investment in local Italian and Roma
communities.

Attendance rates and evaluation. Long-
term evaluation is ongoing, but initial findings
suggest early entry into education and care
has contributed to positive outcomes; for
example, reducing the differences in language
competence of children whose mothers had
lower levels of education.
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High numbers of Slovenian women work, which
suggest families continue to use informal
support or a combination of care providers.
However, 49% of children aged 1 to 3 are
enrolled in an Early Childhood Education and
Care setting, and 90% of 3-5 year olds access
an education setting (with 81% attending 30
hours or more a week). 

Norway - in profile

Over the 15 years since the 1995
Kindergarten Act, Norway’s pre-school
services have developed into a fully
integrated Early Childhood Education
and Care system with (from 2009) a
legal entitlement to all children to a
subsidised full day place in a service
following the end of paid
maternity/paternity care at 12 months.

Population: 4.6 million 
GDP: 179% of EU average 
Child wellbeing:  4th in Europe 
% Households with children aged 0-6
in poverty: 6.7%
Source: Working for Inclusion.12

How did Norway do it?

Universal framework. The 1995 Day Care
Institution Act set out a national curriculum and
described the characteristics of a good
kindergarten; a service offering education and
care for all children from the age of one. A
1999 White Paper, Kindergarten for the good of
children and parents, set out the aim of offering
a full day kindergarten place to every child with
priority given to children with additional support
needs. As with Slovenia, it should be
understood that parents are not required to
send their young children to such settings, but
that they are entitled to if they wish, and that
what is on offer is of a high quality.

The Norwegian Government’s White Paper
recommended services be close to where
families live, that they be flexible and have a
holistic approach to education and care. This
was to be implemented, not remain an
aspiration.

Accordingly, a 3-year period of quality
development was initiated and resources
allocated to research and development. In

2003, a legislative amendment to the existing
Day Care Institution Act made the provision of
early years services a legal duty of local
authorities and, in 2004 an expert group was
appointed to prepare for a new Kindergarten
Act. 

The 2005 Kindergarten Act (or Day Care
Institution Act no. 64) stated that kindergartens
should be “pedagogical/educational
undertakings”, while offering support for
families in the care and upbringing of their
children. It summarises the many purposes
served by Early Childhood Education and Care
including offering children “opportunities for
play, self-expression”, “imparting values and
culture” and helping to ensure that “all children
experience joy and the ability to cope in a social
and cultural community.”12 

Responsibility for the entire early childhood
sector was transferred to the national
Government’s Ministry of Education and
Research in 2006. 

National funding formula, local
mechanisms. The Act makes kindergartens
responsible for ensuring that there are a
sufficient number of places for children under
compulsory school age, but still allows for
development and modes of operation to be
adapted to local conditions and local needs.  

The local authority keeps a register for use by
national insurance offices for calculating and
disbursing cash benefits; administers grants for
private and voluntary kindergartens; and, is
responsible for a co-ordinated admissions policy
and process intended to ensure “equal
treatment of children and equal treatment of
municipal and privately-owned day care
institutions.”

The Act prescribes levels of parental fees and
discounts for siblings, income-based
differentiation of payment and maximum
payments, including a cap on parental
contributions to childcare costs. Local
authorities must have subsidy schemes for low-
income parents and offer reductions for second,
third and subsequent children. 

The Act provides for children having the right to
participate: “expressing their views on the day-
to-day activities of the kindergarten” and for
active parent councils and coordinating

committees. There is also a national framework
plan for kindergartens covering the range of
expected activities. 

Investment and specified funding. Funding
to develop services was ring-fenced, gradually
becoming part of a block grant determined by
local authorities in 2010, once services were
well established. National government monitors
levels of provision and new developments
through local authority representatives. 

Attendance rates and evaluation. Norway
has invested considerably in its children’s
workforce and has begun to invest in more
university-led research into the impact of
kindergarten experiences. Many research
studies and surveys are carried out to monitor
the quality of education and care. 

Norwegians continue to use families and
informal service, but 75% of children aged 1 to
2 years are cared for in ECEC regulated services
offering flexible part-time and full-time care.
96% of children aged 3 to 5 attend these
settings, with 52% attending for more than 30
hours per week.

Scotland – in profile

33% of children under 3, in the UK,
attend formal services with only 5%
attending for more than 30 hours. For
children aged 3 to 5, the numbers are
89% for part-time and 24% for full-
time, respectively. 

Population: 5.2 million
GDP:  114% for UK, Scotland is just
under the UK figure (REF)
Child wellbeing: 24th in Europe for UK,
with Scotland considered similarly low
and lower in aspects such as child
poverty.13

Households with children aged 0-6 in
poverty: 22.6% (UK)

Further details of the situation in Scotland 
are outlined in the special report: Integrated
Early Childhood Education and Care in
Scotland.14

How Scotland can match the best in
Europe is discussed in Early Years Briefing
Paper 6.15
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COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION 

Early Childhood Education and Care: Providing all our children with the best start for 
the world of tomorrow 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Europe's future will be based on smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. Improving the 
quality and effectiveness of education systems across the EU is essential to all three growth 
dimensions. In this context, Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is the essential 
foundation for successful lifelong learning, social integration, personal development and later 
employability. Complementing the central role of the family, ECEC has a profound and long-
lasting impact which measures taken at a later stage cannot achieve. Children's earliest 
experiences form the basis for all subsequent learning. If solid foundations are laid in the 
early years, later learning is more effective and is more likely to continue life-long, lessening 
the risk of early school leaving, increasing the equity of educational outcomes and reducing 
the costs for society in terms of lost talent and of public spending on social, health and even 
justice systems.1  

The flagship initiative ‘Youth on the Move’ as part of the EU's overarching Europe 2020 
Strategy highlights the role of creativity and innovation for our competitiveness and for the 
preservation of our standards of living in the longer term. Against this background, it 
underlines that we must offer all our young people the chance to develop their talents to the 
fullest possible extent. ECEC has the potential to give all young people a good start in the 
world of tomorrow and to break the cycle which transmits disadvantage from one generation 
to another.  

The benefits of high-quality ECEC are wide-ranging: social, economic and educational. 
ECEC has a crucial role to play in laying the foundations for improved competences of future 
EU citizens, enabling us to meet the medium- and long-term challenge, and to create a more 
skilled workforce capable of contributing and adjusting to technological change as set out in 
the flagship ‘Agenda for new skills and jobs’2. There is clear evidence that participation in 
high quality ECEC leads to significantly better attainment in international tests on basic skills, 
such as PISA and PIRLS, equivalent to between one and two school years of progress.3 

High quality ECEC enables parents better to reconcile family and work responsibilities, so 
boosting employability. ECEC supports children, not only in their future education but also in 
their integration into society, generating well-being, and contributing to their employability 
when they become adults.4  

ECEC is also particularly beneficial for the disadvantaged, including those from migrant and 
low-income backgrounds. It can help to lift children out of poverty and family dysfunction, 

                                                 
1 Commission Communication ‘Efficiency and Equity in Education and Training Systems’ (COM (2006) 

481)  
2 Commission Communication ‘An Agenda for new skills and jobs: A European contribution towards full 

employment’ (COM(2010)682) 
3 OECD PISA 2009 results Vol.2: Overcoming Social Background (2010) pp 97-8; IEA, PIRLS 2006 

International Report, (2007) p. 158  
4 Council Conclusions of 26.11.2009 on the education of children with a migrant background (OJ 2009/C 

301/07)  



EN 2   EN 

and so contribute to achieving the goals of the Europe 2020 flagship initiative European 
Platform against Poverty.5 

High quality early childhood education and care can make a strong contribution - through 
enabling and empowering all children to realise their potential - to achieving two of the 
Europe 2020 headline targets in particular: reducing early school leaving to below 10%, and 
lifting at least 20 million people out of the risk of poverty and social exclusion.  

Current situation and the role of the EU  

Up to now, the focus of most EU level action has been on increasing the quantity of childcare 
and pre-primary places to enable more parents, especially mothers, to join the labour market. 
At the 2002 Barcelona European Council Member States agreed by 2010 to provide full-day 
places in formal childcare arrangements to at least 90% of children aged between three and 
compulsory school age, and to at least 33% of children under three. Progress has been uneven. 
For 0-3 year olds, five countries have exceeded the 33% target, and five others are 
approaching it, but the majority is falling behind, with eight achieving only 10% or less.6 For 
the over 3 year olds, eight countries have exceeded the 90% target and three others are 
approaching it, but coverage is below 70% in close to one third of the Member States. In 
2009, Education Ministers reinforced this approach by setting a new European benchmark for 
at least 95% of children between age 4 and the start of compulsory education to participate in 
ECEC by 2020. As the following chart shows, the current EU average is 92.3% with a 
significant number of countries lagging far behind. 

France 100
Netherlands 99.7

Belgium 99.3
Spain 98.9
Italia 98.8
Malta 98.1

United Kingdom 95.1
Germany 94.5
Estonia 94
Hungary 93.9
Sweden 93.6

Luxembourg 92.7
EU27 92.6

Denmark 90.7
Czech Republic 90.7

Slovenia 89.2
Austria 88.8
Latvia 88.2
Cyprus 86.7

Portugal 84.7
Romania 81.8
Slovakia 79.8
Bulgaria 79.4
Lithuania 76.6
Ireland 71.1
Finland 69.8
Greece 68.2
Poland 66.8

Participation in early childhood education, 2008 (%) Evolution 2000-2008 (% relative change)

22.4
10.2

35.8
6.8

-4.0

-0.5
13.1

0.8
9.4

15.7
-2.7
-2.2

-1.0

0.0

6.1
1.0

28.3
6.8

36.8

7.8

-1.2

0.4
0.0

3.9

15.7
-1.6

28.5
-3.5

-10 -5 0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

79.1

87.0
88.5
88.9

90.3
90.4
90.9

91.8
92.3

94.3
94.6
94.6
95.1
95.6

97.3
97.8

98.8
99.0
99.5
99.5

100.0

67.5
68.2

78.4
77.8

72.0
70.9

82.8

020406080100120

Be
nc

hm
ar

k 
20

20
  

Source: DG EAC – Data source: Eurostat – UOE 7 

There remains therefore an important challenge to extend coverage of pre-school provision. 
But the quality of ECEC must also be high. Member States have therefore in recent years 
stated their wish to cooperate more closely at EU level on issues relating to increasing the 

                                                 
5 Council Conclusions of 11.05.2010 on the social dimension of education and training (OJ 2010/C 

135/02)  
6 Commission Staff Working Document ‘Implementation of the Barcelona objectives concerning 

childcare facilities for pre-school age children’ (SEC (2008) 2524)  
7 For the United Kingdom there is a break in series between 2002 and 2003 (earlier figures are 

overestimated). For Greece 2008 is replaced by 2007 data.  
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quality of ECEC. In 2006, Ministers stated that ECEC can bring the highest rates of return 
over the lifelong learning cycle, especially for the disadvantaged.8 In 2008 they agreed a 
series of priorities for cooperation at EU level on school policy issues, including how to 
ensure accessible, high-quality pre-school provision,9 and in 2009 they adopted a strategic 
framework for cooperation in education and training until 2020, which included among the 
priorities for the period 2009-2011 'to promote generalised equitable access and reinforce the 
quality of the provision and teacher support' in pre-primary education'.10  

Given its role in reducing early school leaving and promoting social inclusion in education, 
ECEC will form part of Member States’ strategies to address the Europe 2020 priorities. 
Many Member States are intensifying their efforts to examine and reform their entire ECEC 
systems, starting from very different positions in relation to enrolment rates, supply, quality, 
resources, conception and governance of ECEC.  

While this is an area which essentially falls under the responsibility of the Member States, 
there is considerable scope for the EU to add value to this process, by facilitating the 
identification and exchange of good practice, by encouraging the development of 
infrastructure and capacity in ECEC, and by supporting EU-wide research into different 
aspects of ECEC quality and impact.  

This Communication responds to the requests from Member States to launch a process of 
cooperation which will help them address the two-fold challenge outlined above: to provide 
access to child care and education for all, but also to raise the quality of their provision 
through well integrated services that build on a joint vision of the role of ECEC, of the most 
effective curricular frameworks and of the staff competences and governance 
arrangements necessary to deliver it.  

Examples of some of the best practice in the world in ECEC can already be found within EU 
Member States. The Commission intends to use the open method of coordination to help 
Member States identify, analyse and spread effective policy approaches in ECEC and transfer 
them to their own contexts. It will use existing instruments such as the Lifelong Learning 
Programme and the Structural Funds to support innovation, staff development and 
infrastructure in ECEC. It will also use the 7th Framework Programme for Research and 
Development, to support research, analysis and the development of evidence on the most 
effective approaches to ECEC in the EU and elsewhere. 

2 ACCESS TO ECEC 

2.1 Universal and inclusive ECEC  

Access to universally available, high-quality inclusive ECEC services is beneficial for all. It 
not only helps children to unlock their potential but can also contribute to engaging parents 
and other family members with related measures to improve employment, job-related training, 
parent education, and leisure-time activities.  

Early childhood is the stage where education can most effectively influence the development 
of children and help reverse disadvantage. Research shows that poverty and family 
dysfunction have the strongest correlation with poor educational outcomes. There are already 
big differences in cognitive, social and emotional development between children from rich 

                                                 
8 Council Conclusions on efficiency and equity in education and training (OJ C 298 of 8.12.2006) 
9 Council Conclusions on preparing young people for the 21st century: an agenda for European 

cooperation on schools (OJ C 319 of 13.12.2008) 
10 Council conclusions on a strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training (‘ET 

2020’) (OJ C 119 of 28.5.2009) 
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and poor backgrounds at the age of 3, and, if not specifically addressed, this gap tends to 
widen by the age of 5. Research from the USA shows that the beneficial impact of ECEC on 
children from poor families is twice as high as for those with a more advantaged 
background.11 ECEC is therefore particularly beneficial for socially disadvantaged children 
and their families, including migrants and minorities.12 But the benefits of ECEC extend far 
up the income ladder beyond poverty, and for all social groups it can help address a number 
of educational problems in a more lasting and cost-efficient way than later interventions.13 

ECEC is an important way to reduce the incidence of early school leaving, which is strongly 
correlated with socio-economic disadvantage. Universally available high-quality ECEC can 
close the gap in social development and numeracy and literacy achievement between children 
from socially advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds, and so break the cycle of low 
achievement and disengagement that often leads to school drop-out and so to the transmission 
of poverty from one generation to the next.14  

For the children of migrant families, the data show that, overall, compared with pupils from 
native backgrounds, there is large gap in achievement levels, that the performance of the 
second generation is lower than the first in many Member States, and that rates of early school 
leaving are on average twice as high.15 Migrant families are often unfamiliar both with the 
language and with the educational system of the host country, so supporting their children’s 
learning can pose a particular challenge. There is strong evidence that participation in ECEC 
programmes can be highly beneficial for migrant children's cognitive and linguistic 
development. Model programmes in the USA have shown significant positive effects in terms 
of later educational success and income, but also in terms of criminal behaviour.16 Providing 
early language assistance to children with a different home language is an important part of 
improving their school-readiness and allowing them to start on an equal footing with their 
peers. 

The situation of the Roma minority, for example, is often more difficult, and most Member 
States face a systemic challenge to provide suitable educational opportunities for Roma 
children. Although their needs for support are greater, participation rates of Roma children in 
ECEC are generally significantly lower than for the native population, and expanding these 
opportunities is a key policy challenge across the EU. ECEC can play a key role in 
overcoming the educational disadvantage faced by Roma children, as highlighted by pilot 
actions on Roma inclusion currently underway in some Member States with contributions 
from the EU budget.17  

In respect of children with special needs, Member States have committed themselves, through 
adherence to the UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities, to inclusive 
education approaches.18 Nevertheless, some 2% of the European school population remains in 
segregated settings. ECEC offers potential for greater inclusion of children with special 
education needs, paving the way for their later integration in mainstream schools.  

                                                 
11 S.W. Barnett,' Maximising returns from prekindergarten education', (2004) p. 10. 
12 J. Bennett, ‘Benchmarks for early childhood services in OECD countries’, Innocenti Working Paper 

(2008), p. 23; Joseph Rowntree Foundation, ‘Poorer children’s educational attainment’ (2010). 
13 S.W. Barnett, 'Benefits and costs of quality per-school education: evidence based-policy to improve 

returns'. Paper presented at the 7th OECD ECEC Network meeting, (2010), p.11. 
14 Commission Staff Working Document, ‘Reducing early school leaving’ (SEC(2011)96), p.15.  
15 Council Conclusions on the education of children with a migrant background (OJ C 301 of 31.12.2009) 
16 D. Nusche, ‘What works in migrant education?’, OECD Education Working Paper No.22 (2009) p.27 
17 Further details: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/themes/roma/about_en.cfm?nmenu=2 
18 The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) has been signed by all Member 

States, and ratified by most.  
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Realizing the potential of ECEC to address the inclusion challenges outlined above depends 
on the design and funding of the ECEC system. There is clear evidence that universal access 
to quality ECEC is more beneficial than interventions targeted exclusively at vulnerable 
groups. Targeting ECEC poses problems because it is difficult in practice to identify the target 
group reliably, it tends to stigmatise its beneficiaries and can even lead to segregation at later 
stages of education. Targeted services are also more at risk of cancellation than universal 
ones.  

It is important to bear in mind that ECEC services, however good, can only compensate 
partially for family poverty and socio-economic disadvantage. To increase the long-term 
benefits of high-quality ECEC for the children from a disadvantaged background, ECEC must 
be linked to initiatives in other policy areas in a comprehensive strategy (employment, 
housing, health, etc.).  

2.2 Efficient and equitable funding 
As the following chart shows, returns on investment in early childhood education are the 
highest, and particularly for those from a disadvantaged background, while educational 
investment at later stages tends disproportionately to benefit children from higher socio-
economic backgrounds.  

 
Source: COM (2006) 481, p.4.  
Unit costs per child in ECEC can be at least as expensive as in school, particularly if the 
services are of high-quality, but research shows that high-quality ECEC can improve the 
cost/benefit ratio. In other words, higher investment in early childhood can save money 
later.19 However, in most Member States, public spending on education per child in the early 
childhood phase is lower than in any other phase.20  

There is a great variety of financing models for ECEC in Member States, based on public and 
private sources. All European countries finance or co-finance ECEC provision for over 3 year 

                                                 
19 M.E. Lamb, ‘Nonparental child care: context, quality, correlates and consequences’, in W. Damon et al, 

Handbook of Child Psychology (1998)  
20 OECD, Doing better for children (2009), p.15. 
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olds from public sources; less than half of EU Member States cover most of the costs without 
requiring family contributions. For the under-threes, provision tends to be privately funded. 
Some Member States offer additional financial assistance, additional staffing, and financial 
incentives for staff retention for the provision of services to at-risk groups.  

Given Member States' increased policy attention on ECEC, and the consequences of 
restrictions on public spending, there is a strong need to ensure that funding is used in the 
most efficient way. 

Market-based services have the potential to limit public expenditure and allow greater choice 
and control for parents; however this should not be allowed to restrict the availability of high 
quality services for all. Low-income families tend to have the greatest need for childcare early 
and at the lowest possible cost, but often cannot afford market-based ECEC services for their 
children.  

3. QUALITY OF ECEC  

3.1 Curriculum 
ECEC services should be designed and delivered to meet all children's full range of needs, 
cognitive, emotional, social and physical. These needs are very different from those of older, 
school-age children. Research indicates that the first years are the most formative in children's 
lives. The foundations of their main habits and patterns for their entire lives are established at 
this stage.  

Acquiring non-cognitive skills (such as perseverance, motivation, ability to interact with 
others) in early years is essential for all future learning and successful social engagement, so 
the content of the ECEC curriculum should extend beyond cognitive learning, and encompass 
socialisation and a range of non-cognitive aspects. Integration between care and education is 
therefore necessary, irrespective of whether the ECEC system is split between (a) childcare 
from birth to age 3 and (b) pre-school education from 3 to the start of school, or is based on a 
unitary model covering the entire age range from birth to the start of compulsory schooling.21  

Given the wide range of approaches that currently exist across the EU, it is important to focus 
on the issue of curricular quality and appropriateness, and to analyse and learn from good 
experiences in Member States, in order to secure the greatest positive impact of ECEC.  

3.2 Staff  

Staff competences are key to high quality ECEC. Attracting, educating, and retaining suitably 
qualified staff is a great challenge. Trends in the integration of childcare and education are 
increasing the professionalisation of staff working in ECEC services, including higher and a 
broader range of required levels of education, higher salaries, better working conditions, but 
the overall staff profile remains very diverse. There is still a tendency to allocate ‘educational’ 
work to qualified staff, and ‘care’ to less qualified staff, which often leads to a lack of 
continuity in the individual child's care and education. 

Moreover, the range of issues tackled by ECEC staff and the diversity of the children in their 
charge requires continuous reflection on pedagogical practice as well as a systemic approach 
to professionalisation. In many countries, training for working with children at risk is an 
integral part of initial training, but many other aspects of diversity are not sufficiently 
covered. In addition, ECEC staff rarely have the same possibilities for induction, in-service 
training and continuous professional development as are available to school teachers. 

                                                 
21 Eurydice Report, Early Childhood Education and Care in Europe: Tackling Social and Cultural 

Inequalities (2009), p. 29. 
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So while there has been progress in many Member States towards more professionalised and 
specialised staffing of ECEC, this starts from a low base in many countries and improving this 
situation will be an important part of any expansion of ECEC services.  

There is a very important issue of gender balance among ECEC staff. Almost all of them are 
women. This has been a matter of concern for a long time. A few countries have set targets 
for the recruitment of men into ECEC or sought to redesign the profession to reduce 
gendering.22 There is a pressing need to make a career in the ECEC sector more attractive to 
men in all EU countries. 

3.3 Governance of ECEC  
The benefits of quality ECEC accrue in the long-term, which means that the rest of the system 
needs to build on them so that the good start is not lost. 

A systemic approach to the ECEC services means strong collaboration between the different 
policy sectors, such as education, employment, health, social policy. Such approaches allow 
governments to organise and manage policies more simply and efficiently, and to combine 
resources for children and their families. This requires a coherent vision that is shared by all 
stakeholders, including parents, a common policy framework with consistent goals across the 
system, and clearly defined roles and responsibilities at central and local levels. This approach 
also helps ECEC services to respond better to local needs. Policy exchange and cooperation at 
EU level can help countries learn from each others’ good practice in this important and 
challenging task.  

The smooth passage from one institution to another (eg pre-primary to primary school) 
requires efficient communication between the institutions as well as continuity in terms of 
content and standards. In addition, the growing social diversity in the EU and the challenge of 
accommodating increasingly different socio-cultural contexts make transitions from the 
family to ECEC, and between different age groups within the same institution, increasingly 
important.  

Quality assurance mechanisms for ECEC normally need to be based on an agreed pedagogical 
framework, covering the whole period between birth and compulsory school age. Such 
frameworks are broader than a traditional curriculum. They can define the competence 
requirements of staff, pedagogical orientations and standards, and the regulatory framework 
for early childhood services. They can also set out the outcomes aimed for, which can help the 
monitoring of the child's development in collaboration with parents and ECEC staff and ease 
his/her progress into further stages of education. The frameworks can set consistent standards 
throughout the system against which outcomes can be measured and quality assurance 
arrangements implemented.  

 
4. CONCLUSION 
This Communication has highlighted the need to improve ECEC across the EU by 
complementing the existing quantitative targets with measures to improve access and to 
ensure the quality of provision. In response to requests in the Council Conclusions of 2008 
and 2009 for more policy cooperation on ECEC issues and to the challenge of the new 
European benchmark on ECEC participation, it proposes an agenda for work among Member 
States on key issues related to access and to quality, supported by actions by the Commission. 
This agenda is summarised in the boxes below. This work would be organised under the Open 

                                                 
22 OECD, Starting strong II (2006), pp. 170-1. 
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Method of Coordination and focus on the identification and analysis of common challenges, 
good practice models, and how to transfer successful approaches to other systems.  

ECEC has an important role to play in reducing early school leaving, and so key challenges as 
well as possible solutions in this field should be highlighted in Member States' National 
Reform Programmes to address the Europe 2020 priorities. The need to learn from good 
practice and experience across the EU, and so improve the quality of policy in ECEC, is 
pressing.  
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Proposed issues for policy cooperation among Member States 

Access to ECEC 

• Using ECEC effectively to support inclusion and to reduce early school leaving 

• Widening access to quality ECEC for disadvantaged children, migrants, Roma children 
(such as incentives for participation for disadvantaged families, adapting provision to the 
needs of families and increasing accessibility and affordability) 

• Collecting evidence on the advantages and impact of universal versus targeted provision 

• Designing efficient funding models and the right balance of public and private investment 

Quality of ECEC  

• Finding the appropriate balance in the curriculum between cognitive and non-cognitive 
elements  

• Promoting the professionalisation of ECEC staff: what qualifications are needed for which 
functions 

• Developing policies to attract, educate and retain suitably qualified staff to ECEC 

• Improving the gender balance of ECEC staff 

• Moving towards ECEC systems which integrate care and education, and improve quality, 
equity and system efficiency  

• Facilitating the transition of young children between family and education/care, and 
between levels of education 

• Ensuring quality assurance: designing coherent, well-coordinated pedagogical frameworks, 
involving key stakeholders 

. 

In support, the Commission will: 

• Promote the identification and exchange of good policies and practices through the Open 
Method of Coordination on Education and Training with Member States (ET2020) 

• Support the development of innovative approaches by developing transnational projects 
and networks under the Lifelong Learning Programme 

• Provide support for research into these areas under the 7th Framework Programme on 
Research and Development 

• Encourage Member States to invest in these areas through the Structural Funds, in 
particular through support for the training of staff and for the development of accessible 
infrastructure 

•  
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