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While the nineteenth century was distinguished by the introduction of primary
education for all and the twentieth century by the introduction of secondary edu-
cation for all, so the early part of the twenty first century should be marked by the
introduction of pre-school provision for the under fives and childcare available to
all. (Rt Hon. Gordon Brown MP, Chancellor of the Exchequer, 2004 Comprehensive
Spending Review)
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The past decade has seen considerable developments in the availability and
organization of early childhood services. This chapter considers these changes
within the context of the broader Every Child Matters agenda for children’s
services and raises a number of issues that are considered further in the chapters
that follow.

A brief history

Since the establishment of the first nursery school by Robert Owen, in Scotland
in 1816, the development of early education in the UK was until recently
remarkably slow by comparison to much of mainland Europe. In 1870, publicly
funded education became compulsory at the age of 5 years, but from the
earliest days children as young as 2 years were admitted to primary schools.
During the course of the twentieth century, successive governments supported
the principle of free nursery education but seldom found the resources to fund it.
Even with the gradual establishment of nursery schools and, during the
1914–18 war, some public day-care centres, the predominant form of early edu-
cation in the UK was for 130 years state primary schools. The lack of appropriate
provision within the education system led to two parallel developments during
the second half of the twentieth century: on the one hand, the emergence during
the 1960s through the voluntary sector of the playgroup movement; and, on the
other, the growth of full day care to meet the needs of working parents,
initially through childminding and, since the 1990s, through the private sector
of day nurseries.
This legacy is important in understanding the state of early childhood services

at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The second edition of this book,
published in 1996, described services in the UK as discretionary, with low levels
of public funding compared with mainland Europe, with a heavy reliance on the
private and voluntary sectors, with diversity of provision but little choice for par-
ents, lacking in co-ordination between providers from different agencies, and
with different services having different aims and purposes, and being used by
different client groups – working parents, children ‘in need’ and parents able to
use part-time nurseries (Pugh, 1996).
The levels of concern expressed here were reflected in a number of presti-

gious national reports published during the 1990s, notably the Rumbold Report
Starting with Quality (DES, 1990), largely ignored by the government at the
time, but very widely used subsequently as the basis for best practice in early
years settings. During the 1980s and early 1990s there was a lack of political con-
viction that young children mattered and a view that children were the private
responsibility of their parents. But there were also unclear and conflicting
messages about what was required – should an early years policy bemost concerned
about preparing children for school, or with day care for working parents?
Should it provide stimulation for a developing brain, or equal opportunities for
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women? Was it about cost savings for employers, able to retain staff when they
became parents, or about reducing the benefit bill for single parents, enabling
them to return to the workforce? Or was prevention the main driver – whether
of developmental delay in children or juvenile crime?
The establishment in 1993 of the Early Childhood Education Forum (now

known as the Early Childhood Forum) bringing together all the national agen-
cies in the field to speak with a united voice, was one response to the lack of
clarity over what a policy for early childhood services should look like. As the
Forum gathered strength, with a membership of 45 national organizations by
1998, and as report after report called for an expansion in services and for
better co-ordination, the government took action. In 1995 additional funding
for the education of 4-year-olds was announced but, controversially, the funding
was to be made available to parents through vouchers which could be redeemed
in private, voluntary or local authority nurseries. A pilot scheme was rolled out
amid mounting criticism, but full implementation was stopped by the election
of a Labour government in 1997. Twelve years later the expansion of services
for our youngest children has been considerable, and this chapter assesses the
extent to which the vision of what was called for during the 1990s has been
realized.

Every Child Matters: a national policy for
children and young people

The publication in 2003 of the Green Paper Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003b)
was described by Prime Minister Tony Blair at its launch as the most significant
development for children in over 30 years. Although much of the expansion of
early childhood services was already under way by 2003, I will briefly describe
the bigger picture at this point so that we can see where services for younger
children fit into the whole. The Green Paper was initially planned as a response
to the report by Lord Laming on the circumstances surrounding the death of
Victoria Climbié in 2002. The government remit was to focus on children at risk
but, after discussion with many working in the field, the report took prevention
as its starting point and accepted the view that to support all children better
through well co-ordinated mainstream services was more likely to benefit those
in need and at risk than a separate child protection service. Based on a review
of relevant research and widespread consultation with professionals and young
people, the five key themes of Every Child Matters were:

• strong foundations in the early years
• a stronger focus on parenting and families
• earlier interventions and effective protection
• better accountability and integration locally, regionally and nationally
• reform of the workforce.
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The overall aim of the Green Paper and the subsequent 2004 Children Act was
to improve outcomes for all children and narrow the gap between those who
do well and those who do not, through reconfiguring services around children
and families. The focus was on entitlements for children through five main
(and many subsidiary) outcomes:

• Being healthy – enjoying good physical and mental health and living a
healthy lifestyle.

• Staying safe – being protected from harm and neglect.
• Enjoying and achieving – getting the most out of life and developing the

skills for adulthood.
• Making a positive contribution – being involved with the community and

society and not engaging in antisocial or offending behaviour.
• Economic well-being – not being prevented by economic disadvantage from

achieving their full potential in life.

The long-term vision that emerged through the Children Act and the implemen-
tation paper Every Child Matters: Change for Children (DfES, 2004) was:

• the development of integrated education, health and social care, through
children’s centres, extended schools and improved services for young people

• better support for parents
• provided by better qualified staff
• targeted services planned and delivered within a universal context.

At central government level, responsibility for most services for children,
young people and families was brought within a single directorate at the
Department for Education and Skills (DfES) under the direction of a Minister
for Children. The exception was children’s health which remained with the
Department of Health, although a parallel National Service Framework for chil-
dren’s health was developed (DH and DfES, 2004), and youth justice which
remained with the Home Office. The Children’s Plan, published at the end of
2007 (DCSF, 2007), reinforced the messages of Every Child Matters, renamed
the DfES the Department for Children, Schools and Families and created a
‘dual key’ responsibility at ministerial level for health and youth justice. In
local areas, the existing directors for social services and education have all
been replaced by a director for children’s services, and an integrated mecha-
nism for planning and delivering services – a Children’s Trust – has been estab-
lished, although there is still considerable variation in how these are operating.
Chapter 2 explores the implications of these changes in one local authority and
examines integration in the delivery of services. There is also a common assess-
ment framework, an integrated workforce strategy and a common core of train-
ing (see Chapter 14), an integrated inspection framework (see Chapter 5) and a
new curriculum framework (see Chapter 7). It is a huge and ambitious agenda.
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An integrated strategy for young children
and their parents?

Throughout three Labour administrations there has been a commitment from
both Prime Ministers and Chancellors to eliminating child poverty by 2020. It is
this commitment that has driven the increase of childcare as a means of
enabling women to return to work and thus increase family income, together
with the substantial body of research which has underpinned the importance of
high-quality early learning. Research studies include new thinking about the
contribution of early learning to the development of the brain, revisiting long-
established studies on early attachments between children and their parents
and carers (see, for example, Gerhardt, 2004), and the longitudinal EPPE study
(Sylva et al., 2004, and Chapter 4), as well as research into parenting and parental
involvement (see Chapter 13).
The combination of the anti-poverty agenda driving the increases in ‘day

care’, and the research into child development and children’s learning driving
the ‘education’ agenda has led to an increase in provision but also to tensions
between increasing the quantity of provision while ensuring that high quality is
maintained.
The policy agenda since 1997 has been considerable:

• The initial National Childcare Strategy (DFEE, 1998), which included an
expansion of nursery education and childcare from birth to 14, together with
the establishment of Sure Start local programmes and early excellence cen-
tres, and a programme of neighbourhood nurseries.

• The 10-year childcare strategy, Choice for Parents, the Best Start for Children
(HMT, 2004) which aimed to increase the accessibility of good quality
affordable childcare and other support for parents. It included extending
paid maternity leave (nine months from April 2007 and 12 months by 2010;
increasing the hours of free nursery education from 12.5 to 15 per week;
reforming childcare regulation and inspection; reforming the career and
training structure of the early years workforce; and improving the childcare
part of the Working Tax Credit to help low- and middle-income families with
childcare costs.

• The 2006 Childcare Act. This not only brings together earlier provision in
order to create some 3,000 children’s centres, but the also places a duty on
local authorities to secure sufficient childcare for working parents, and to
ensure services are integrated. Local authorities are also required to improve
outcomes for children and to narrow the gap between those who do well
and those who do not.

• The establishment of the Early Years Foundation Stage, introduced in
2008 to create a framework from birth to the end of reception year
(DfES, 2007).

• A national qualifications and training framework for the early years.
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• An integrated inspection service for all early years services within Ofsted.
• A recognition that services must meet the needs of parents as well as children.

As The Children’s Plan states ‘government does not bring up children –
parents do – so government needs to do more to back parents and families’
(DCSF, 2007: 5).

The following sections look at some of these developments in more detail.

Availability, affordability and sustainability of
early years services

From lagging well behind our European neighbours in the early 1990s, a recent
OECD report finds that the UK is now the highest spender on pre-primary
services in Europe (OECD, 2008). Figures from the National Audit Office (NAO,
2004) showed that the 10-year childcare strategy (HMT, 2004) was on course to
quadruple expenditure between 1997 and 2008 from £1.1 billion to £4.4 billion.
Nursery education – currently available for 12.5 hours a week in term time, but
increasing to 15 hours by 2010 and 20 hours in due course – is free and is now
accessed by 92 per cent of 3-year-olds and 97 per cent of 4-year-olds (DCSF,
2008a). Attendance at day-care provision for 2-year-olds has now increased to
18 per cent.
The public funding for these places is available to nursery and primary

schools in the statutory sector, as well as to private and voluntary sector nurs-
eries so long as they meet nationally approved standards. Currently one-third of
childcare and early years places are in maintained schools, and two-thirds in the
private and voluntary sectors; of just under 2.5 million places in childcare and
early years, some 1.6 million are in the private and voluntary sector and 870,000
in nursery and primary schools.
Despite this very considerable additional expenditure, parents still make the

major financial contribution to the cost of services, particularly before and after
the free nursery education, learning holidays, and all provision for children
under 3. Affordability remains a key problem, with families spending on aver-
age 11 per cent of their income on childcare, and lone parents and low-income
families spending even higher proportions (16 per cent and 20 per cent respec-
tively) (Hoxhallari et al., 2007). Working Tax Credit (WTC), introduced in 1998
as childcare tax credit, was intended to assist low-income families with up to
70 per cent of their childcare costs. However, the take-up has been low and,
even for those who do claim, the amount received still does not cover the
actual cost of a place, despite increases in funding. The Treasury is currently
reviewing the support that is available for childcare via WTC and considering
what is an appropriate balance between funding supply (the services) and
demand (the parents). The precarious nature of the funding and of parents’
ability to pay creates challenges for nurseries in the private and voluntary
sectors, and in 2007 over half the full day-care providers within children’s
centres made a loss (DCSF, 2008b).
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Joined-up services: Sure Start children’s centres

It is clear from the official figures quoted above that government still sees a
separation between childcare (mainly in the private and voluntary sector) and
early education or early years (mainly in the maintained sector). There are,
however, continuing attempts to create provision that integrates care and
education – a task that would be eased if a satisfactory term could be found to
describe this ‘educare’ provision. An early example was the targeted community-
based Sure Start programme, originally established in 1998 with £540 million to
fund 250 local programmes covering 150,000 children. The government official
responsible for the programme described Sure Start as:

a radical cross-departmental strategy to raise the physical, social, emotional and intel-
lectual status of young children through improved services. It is targeted at children
under four and their families in areas of high need. It is part of the Government’s
policy to prevent social exclusion and aims to improve the life chances of younger
children through better access to early education and play, health services for children
and parents, family support and advice on nurturing. It will be locally led and locally
delivered, but will be based on evidence from the UK and elsewhere on ‘what works’ in
terms of improving life chances for children and their parents. (Glass, 1999: 257)

A substantial evaluation programme was commissioned, and even before the
ink was dry on the contract the scheme was expanded to 520 communities. Sure
Start local programmes were enormously popular with local parents and,
although the first major evaluation report showed – not surprisingly – modest
outcomes (NESS, 2005), three years later the programme was found to be
improving the life chances of children in poor families in a number of key areas
(NESS, 2008). It will be difficult to continue to evaluate the original concept,
however, as the goalposts were moved yet again, with further expansion of the
Sure Start concept but through the establishment of children’s centres rather
than through separate Sure Start schemes (HMT, 2004). While there was a wel-
come for the expansion of the concept, there was some concern that the same
level of funding would be spread over a wider area much more thinly; the House
of Commons Education Select Committee (2005), for example, criticized the
government for making significant changes before the evidence was available.
The concept of children’s centres, as referred to above, is not a new one, and

indeed goes back to the vision of Robert Owen in the early 1880s and the work of
the McMillan sisters in the early 1900s. The first combined nursery centre in more
recent times opened in 1971, and since then there have been many calls for these
integrated centres to become the model for early years provision (see Makins,
1997; Pugh, 1994). The government’s ‘early excellence centre’ programme was
launched in 1997 to encourage the development of centres that would provide
integrated care and education for children, a range of support services for parents,
and access to adult education and training. Most of the centres that were awarded
early excellence status were not new centres, but were able to add to their exist-
ing provision and take on a training and dissemination role. Preliminary evaluation
of the first 60 such centres, which include Thomas Coram (see Chapters 7 and 13),
Fortune Park (see Chapter 9) and Pen Green (see Chapter 15) suggested substantial
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benefits for children, families and the wider community through the bringing
together of a range of services that met families’ needs without the stigma attached
to specialist provision (Bertram et al., 2002).
In 2003 the government changed direction again, perhaps concerned at the

cost of early excellence centres, and announced a children’s centres programme,
building on early excellence centres, neighbourhood nurseries and local Sure
Start schemes, through a promise of a centre in the 20 per cent most disadvan-
taged communities. Children’s centres are less generously funded than early
excellence centres, but they do have an additional emphasis on health, being
required to provide a base for midwives, health visitors, and speech and language
therapists (see Chapter 10), as well as information and support for parents, train-
ing and support for childcare workers and strong links with Job Centre Plus. The
10-year childcare strategy went further and promised 2,500 children’s centres by
2008 and 3,500 by 2010 (HMT, 2004) and the programme is already ahead of
schedule with almost 3,000 children’s centres open by the end of 2008.

Quality in service provision

Despite the arguments in the Rumbold Report (DES, 1990) of the importance
of the context of learning and the process of learning – the way in which chil-
dren acquire the disposition to learn – there were widespread concerns at the
end of the 1990s that the National Curriculum and the national literacy and
numeracy strategies were leading to pressure to formalize education at the
earliest opportunity. It was therefore with some enthusiasm that working par-
ties of early years experts developed both the Curriculum Guidance for the
Foundation Stage (DfEE/QCA, 2000) for children aged 3 to 5, and Birth to
Three Matters (DfES, 2003a), a framework for all practitioners working with
children under 3. Both of these documents were based upon clear and unam-
biguous statements of the principles which should underpin both learning
and teaching, and these principles have subsequently informed the single
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Framework, which became statutory in
all early years settings in September 2008 (DfES, 2007). The EYFS creates, for
the first time, a statutory commitment to play-based developmentally appro-
priate care and education for children between birth and 5 years of age,
together with a regulatory framework aimed at raising quality in all settings
and among all providers. It recognizes the central contribution that parents
make to their children’s development, and specifies the integration of child-
care, education and – where possible – health services. Perhaps most importantly
it is based on four key principles: every child as a competent learner from
birth; the importance of loving and secure relationships with parents and/or
a key person; the role of the environment in supporting and extending
children’s development and learning; and children develop and learn in different
ways and at different rates and all areas of learning and development are
equally important and interconnected (DfES, 2007: 9).
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The Childcare Act 2006 provides for the three EYFS elements – the knowledge,
skills and understanding which young children should have acquired by the end
of the academic year in which they reach the age of 5 (the early learning goals),
the educational programmes, and the assessment arrangements. The six areas
of learning are broad based and interdependent and are to be delivered through
‘planned, purposeful play, with a balance of adult-let and child-initiated activities’.
This is described further in Chapter 6.
The EPPE research noted above, commissioned by government to inform its

policy-making, has played a key role in ensuring that, despite the requirement to
expand provision as quickly as possible, the needs of children are not lost. Key find-
ings have been that the best quality has been found in settings in the maintained
sector which integrate care and education, and there is high correlation between
well-qualified staff and better outcomes for children, with quality indicators including
warm interactive relationships and a good proportion of trained teachers on the
staff (Sylva et al., 2004; see also Chapter 4). These findings have been reinforced by
the Millennium Cohort Study (Mathers et al., 2007) and by the evaluation of the
Neighbourhood Nursery Initiative (Smith et al., 2007). They are also reflected in
the most recent Ofsted report, which found that while 98 per cent of early educa-
tion settings were satisfactory or better (with 65 per cent good or outstanding) this
was compared to only 65 per cent of day-care settings (Ofsted, 2008).

Support for parents – or parents as supporters?

A recognition of the need for greater support for parents has featured strongly
in recent government policy, from the Green Paper Supporting Families (Home
Office, 1998), through the establishment of Sure Start programmes, and Every
Child Matters to The Children’s Plan. Acknowledgement of the importance of
the relationships between parents and their children, and a recognition that
bringing up children is a challenging and sometimes difficult task for which help
should be universally available before things start to go wrong (see Pugh et al.,
1994), is finally leading to the establishment of a wider range of services, from infor-
mal through to the more structured parenting programmes (see Chapter 13).
However, the current emphasis on improving outcomes for children has also
reinforced the concept of parents as their children’s first educators. Pulling
together a wide body of research, Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) confirm the
view that parental involvement in schools and early years settings, and above all
the educational environment of the home, have a positive effect on children’s
achievement and adjustment. At its best this is building on partnerships
between parents and professionals that have been central to good early years
provision for many years, as for example in the PEAL project described in
Chapter 13. But there is a danger that an instrumentalist view of parents as the
key to better behaved and more highly achieving children can also lead to
undue pressure on parents at a time when they are also under pressure to
return to paid employment.
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Staff training and qualifications

As the EPPE research notes, the qualifications of the staff are a critical ingredient
in securing good outcomes for children, and yet the early years sector has
always suffered from low levels of qualified staff and of pay. The government
workforce strategy (DfES, 2005) and the Children’s Workforce Development
Council (CWDC) quite rightly see the early years as a high priority and have
set a target of one graduate in every group setting by 2015 (two in disadvan-
taged areas) and by establishing the new Early Years Professional (EYP) status.
Although the qualifications levels of early years practitioners are improving,
there are still only 65 per cent of childcare staff and 79 per cent of early years
staff in maintained schools with at least a level 3 qualification, and only 11 per cent
of the workforce are qualified at level 6 (graduate level) or above (DCSF, 2008b).
Staff across the sector are still seen as having low status, and even within the
teaching profession early years teachers are seen as of lower status than
secondary school teachers.
There is an urgent need for a graduate workforce, with a range of qualifica-

tions and experience, and with teachers playing a key role in curriculum leader-
ship. The new graduate-level Early Years Professional status, being rolled out by
the CWDC, has been welcomed by some, although there is concern that fund-
ing is at present only available for EYPs to work in the private and voluntary sec-
tors. There is also continuing lack of clarity over how the new EYP relates to
qualified teachers, both in terms of their roles and in relation to differentials in
pay, and it is difficult to see the rationale for two graduate-level practitioners
rather than one. The current training of early childhood teachers is also of con-
cern, for it is not well suited to the multi-agency role of children’s centres, nor
does it encompass the development and learning needs of children under 3.
There are thus considerable challenges in equipping the early years workforce
with the skills required to deliver the services that are needed, and the new
qualifications and career structure that the workforce strategy envisages will
require considerable additional expenditure if it is to deliver a high-quality work-
force (for further discussion see Chapter 14).

Some challenges

The achievements since 1997 are remarkable, and there is much to applaud in
both the expansion of services and the attempts to improve quality across all
sectors. But a number of challenges remain.
The first is one of sustainability and affordability, and of whether sufficient

public funding can be secured to realize the very ambitious programme outlined
in the 10-year childcare strategy. It is already evident that, with the exception of
the 15 hours a week of ‘nursery education’ for 3- and 4-year-olds, the move
towards a universal entitlement for integrated care and education for all children
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is heavily dependent on parental purchasing power and on their subsidizing a
service that is provided largely through the voluntary and private sectors. The
Childcare Act required additional services but provided no additional funding,
and the promise of a children’s centre in every community could mean a ‘virtual’
centre in many areas, with little provision beyond what is currently available.
The challenges of recruiting, training and remunerating a workforce fit for the

early years services of the future are also considerable, both in terms of front-
line staff but, equally importantly for the leaders, the heads of services and cen-
tres who will have to drive the agenda forward. There is also the issue of pay. As
a recent report points out, while there is now a clearer framework for early years
qualifications and greater opportunities for training, the workforce will not attract
or retain high-calibre staff unless they can earn comparable wages to the other
professionals they are working alongside (Day Care Trust and TUC, 2008).
The second challenge is to ask where early years services fit within the over-

all pattern of provision for children, and particularly how they relate to schools –
what could be described as the ‘L-shaped dilemma’. As the horizontal at the foot
of the L (all services for children under 5) becomes greater in number and bet-
ter integrated, and the extent of the funding and staffing challenge becomes
more apparent, the question arises as to whether early years services are the
first part of the education system (the upright of the L, going from 0 to 19) or
part of a completely different system. Although most 3- and 4-year-olds are actu-
ally in nursery or reception classes of primary schools, the government describes
early years settings as either ‘childcare’ or ‘early years provision’. The Children’s
Workforce Development Council is responsible for the overall strategy for
recruitment, retention and training of early years workers who are not teachers,
while the Training and Development Agency is responsible for teachers, including
early years teachers. If the Early Years Foundation Stage is to be really effec-
tive, I would argue that it should be revised to cover the years from birth
(or whenever a child starts in out-of-home care) to 6 years, including both
reception and Year 1 in primary school, and that this should be seen as the first
stage of the education system.
This proposal does not, however, assume that the current emphasis on

preparing children for school is appropriate. A far more important question, in
my view, is to ask whether schools are ready for children. We need to pay more
attention to how children learn, and the role of schools overall in promoting
learning, if early education is to be effective. We also need to recognize how
much of what is best in the early years is also the foundation stone for the Every
Child Matters agenda – a curriculum which places emphasis on personal, social
and emotional as well as cognitive development, and children’s centres in which
well-trained staff from different professional backgrounds work well together
and in which parents are closely involved.
Is it possible to devise a policy that meet the needs of both parents and children?

Many parents currently feel torn by the dual messages coming out of government –
return to work in order to earn your way out of poverty, on the one hand, but
parenting is the most important role that you will play and your child’s future
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depends on the quality of your relationship, on the other. Balancing work and
family life is a challenge for parents of children of all ages, but is particularly
acute for parents of young children.
As the 10-year childcare strategy continues to roll out, it will be important to

ensure that quality of service provision is maintained as the quantity increases,
that children’s needs remain paramount, and that parents really do feel that
they have choice.

Points for discussion

• How do you think Children’s Trusts are going to be able to increase the
availability of day care without additional public funding?

• What further measures would improve the integration of care and educa-
tion in early years settings?

• Has government stuck the right balance between parents being encour-
aged to return to work and caring for their young children?

Further reading

These five publications provide the policy context within which services for young chil-
dren and families have been developed in England since the turn of the century.

Department for Children, Schools and Families (2007) The Children’s Plan: Building
Brighter Futures. Norwich: TSO.

Department for Education and Skills (2003) Every Child Matters. Norwich: TSO.
Department for Education and Skills (2004) Every Child Matters: Change for Children.

Nottingham: DfES Publications.
Department for Education and Skills (2007) Early Years Foundation Stage: Setting the

Standards for Learning, Development and Care for Children from Birth to Five.
Nottingham: DfES publications.

HM Treasury (2004) Choice for Parents, the Best Start for Children: A Ten Year Strategy
for Childcare. London: TSO.
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