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Government support for early years provision has multiple policy aims
relating to social mobility, economic wellbeing and social justice. Good
early education for all three-, four- and five-year-olds and disadvantaged
two-year-olds promotes children’s all-round development and prepares
them for formal learning in school. This is meant to lay the foundation for
children’s social mobility, particularly for disadvantaged children, via
improved educational outcomes, better employment prospects and a
reduced chance of remaining or becoming poor. The more recent eco-
nomic wellbeing rationale is to facilitate parents’ – notably mothers’ –
access to the labour market, thereby strengthening young families’ socio-
economic position, and so helping them to avoid or escape poverty. And
the social justice aim refers to the role early years provision can play in
eliminating social and cultural inequalities and underachievement, and
promoting the inclusion of children with learning or physical disabilities.1

Arguably, the UK early years system has yet to meet these aims fully.
They each imply that governments must make extra efforts to ensure serv-
ices reach children at risk of being excluded from such provision, yet official
statistics confirm that children from poorer families still access less early
education and affordable, high-quality childcare than their better-off peers.2

Does early years provision matter?

There is important and reliable evidence of the positive impact of early
years provision on children’s life chances, and this exerts a major influence
on current policy and practice. 

This comes first of all from the Effective Provision of Pre-school
Education (EPPE) project, a major English longitudinal study commissioned
to investigate the impact of pre-school education on the socio-emotional
and cognitive development of children aged three to seven years.3
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Before all three- to five-year-olds gained universal access to early
years provision under the 1997 to 2010 Labour governments, the EPPE
project (1997–2003) studied 3,000 children attending 141 group settings.
The settings were selected from six local authorities in five regions, and
included local authority nursery schools and classes, local authority and
private day nurseries, playgroups/pre-schools and integrated centres pro-
viding care and education, alongside a ‘home’ group of children lacking
such an experience, as a comparison group.4 The research team con-
cluded that evidence for the beneficial impact on children who attended
early childhood provision was strong and convincing.5

Another key finding from this study was the importance of a positive
home learning environment for children’s educational development, along-
side the influence of early years provision.6 Given the nature of some of the
current debate around poverty and life chances, it is salutary to note that the
children’s home environment proved a more important influence than par-
ents’ social class or levels of education, though these also had an effect. 

The Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) is also an important source of
information on the impact of early childhood education and care on disad-
vantaged children aged under three. The approximately 19,000 children
recruited to the MCS in 2000/01 were part of the first generation to have
experienced the universal roll-out of early education for three- and four-year-
olds. It is a representative study, collecting observational, health and psy-
chometric data on children from birth,7 and it over-samples areas with high
densities of ethnic minorities and large numbers of disadvantaged families.

The MCS looked at the association between the type of childcare
received in the first nine months and children’s cognitive and behavioural
outcomes at age three. It found positive impacts, which varied with the
type of childcare and whether children were from disadvantaged families.8

Formal group care, in day nurseries, was associated with better scores on
a measure of school readiness – but only for children from more advan-
taged groups (these included children in two-parent families, girls and 
children with better educated mothers). However, there was evidence of a
positive, but small, effect for children from disadvantaged groups, includ-
ing families on benefits. The authors concluded that formal group care at
a very young age can reduce educational inequalities between advan-
taged and disadvantaged children when they reach the age of three.

Many UK policy makers therefore continue to emphasise the value
for money of early years programmes and their capacity to transform chil-
dren’s life chances. 

This view has been predominantly informed by evidence from a
series of well-designed longitudinal studies of three small-scale American
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‘demonstration’ projects which began in the 1960s. However, each
involved poor African American families, none were ever scaled up to have
national reach and their continuing relevance to present-day policy making
has since been seriously questioned.9

Indeed, exasperated by the exaggerated claims being made about
the efficacy of early years provision – on its own – in countering the effects
of child poverty, the eminent American psychologist Edward Zigler wrote
over a decade ago:10

Are we sure there is no magic potion that will push poor children into the

ranks of the middle class? Only if the potion contains health care, child care,

good housing, sufficient income for every family, child rearing environments

free of drugs and violence, support for all parents in their roles, and equal

education for all students in all schools. Without these necessities, only

magic will make that happen.

Zigler, creator of the US Headstart programme, added his voice to those
of other senior members of the American Society for Research in Child
Development. In several papers summarising the evidence for the role early
childhood intervention programmes can play in ameliorating the toxic effects
of child poverty, they came to a provocative conclusion: the belief that
intervention in the early years, primarily through early childhood education
and care, was by itself sufficient to ensure good educational outcomes,
and hence better life chances for children, was a form of magical thinking.

Two recent reviews of the evidence of the impact of early childhood
care and education provision on outcomes for children growing up in
poverty in the UK reached similar conclusions. In an evidence review for
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Lloyd and Potter concluded that early
years provision, even if it was of high quality, on its own could not act as
an ‘inoculation’ against the wide-ranging effects of child poverty.11

The review argued that multiple approaches were needed to reduce
poverty and address its consequences for children in low-income families
– to ensure they benefited not only from good quality early education and
care, but also from good healthcare, a safe environment, adequate nutri-
tion, affordable and appropriate housing and access to public services. 

More recently, a major meta-analysis of 30 studies published
between 2005 and 2015 on the effects of universal early years provision
on children’s life chances concluded that some long-term gains, ranging
from educational achievement to labour market performance, could be
attributed to the impact of early years provision – but only for children
growing up in poverty and only if the quality of the provision was high.12
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Overall then, the evidence indicates that good quality, accessible
and affordable early years provision matters, but it can only ever be one of
several essential components within a wide-ranging anti-poverty strategy.

Ensuring quality and equality in early years provision

There is convincing international evidence of the need for quality in all forms
of early years provision if it is to promote children’s wellbeing and their
future life chances. Despite this, the latest Ofsted annual early years report
for England highlights that the quality of early years provision attended by
18 per cent of children growing up in disadvantaged areas was still less
than good.13 In contrast, in the most advantaged areas, only 8 per cent of
children attended early years provision that was less than good.

In addition, nearly a third of disadvantaged two-year-olds did not take
up the free provision for which they were eligible, and nearly half the disad-
vantaged children had failed to reach the expected levels of cognitive and
socio-emotional development at the end of the primary school reception
year; 44 per cent of these children had not yet caught up at the end of pri-
mary school. The situation in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland is similar.

Two questions arise: how to achieve the conditions under which
high-quality and viable early years provision can thrive in the UK, and how
to ensure equitable access for children growing up with disadvantage.
Given the current shortcomings in disadvantaged children’s access to
quality provision, the recent alarming rise in child poverty14 and its pro-
jected increase by 2020,15 these pose considerable challenges.

Some answers can be found in a blueprint produced by the European
Commission for an early years system offering good quality and affordable
early childhood education and care (ECEC) accessible to all children,
including the poorest.16 This was based on a review of early years provision
for children growing up in low-income families across Europe, which iden-
tified barriers to their participation, and produced policy recommendations
for engaging such children and their families in good-quality services.17

• A universal entitlement to publicly funded, affordable ECEC provision from
the end of parental leave or, at least, by the age of three or four years.

• The integration of the ECEC regulation, administration and funding sys-
tems that promote more equitable access, and a more unified
approach to provision.

• A combination of high-quality ECEC centre-based provision and parent
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support programmes, such as in family health, parenting skills, adult
education and counselling.

• A valued, well-qualified and adequately supported workforce.
• Inter-agency co-operation between ECEC centres, health and social

services and local authorities.
• A political commitment toward democracy, equality and civil rights.

While recognising that most European nations had yet to incorporate all
these policies into their early years systems, the report made a strong
case for doing so. It also recommended linking early years policies to
employment, health and social policies aimed at resource redistribution, if
disadvantaged children were to benefit optimally.

Admittedly, many of the elements of this approach were present in
the British children’s centre programme – the provision was universal, they
combined centre-based early years and health provision with support for
parents, and they were linked to other local services. But despite their
demonstrable success in improving children’s outcomes,18 the require-
ment to provide childcare in them was removed in 2010 and since then
funding cuts have forced services to be reduced or closed. 

The first of these European policy recommendations prompts the
question: to what extent should services be targeted at children growing
up in poverty? In the UK, the free education for disadvantaged two-year-
olds is an example of such a targeted service, but has failed to reach all
targeted children. Indeed, at the time this initiative was extended, there
were warnings that redirecting funds from universal children’s centres to
targeted provision for two-year-olds would be ineffective – targeted extra
support needs to be in addition to, not instead of, a strong universal offer.

Another example of targeting is the planned extension in England
(from September 2017) from 15 to 30 hours of free early education for three-
and four-year-olds whose parents meet certain employment criteria.19

Targeting has been a lively and, at times, controversial topic in
European discussions on early years systems.20 The European
Commission made clear its position on the inadvisability of targeting in a
special statement on the condition of disadvantaged children most at risk
from the austerity measures engulfing Europe:21

The most successful strategies in addressing child poverty have proved to be

those underpinned by policies improving the wellbeing of all children, whilst

giving careful consideration to children in particularly vulnerable situations.

Now that Britain has voted to leave the European Union, UK policymakers
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may gradually turn to global positions on this matter rather than European
policy recommendations. But there is no getting away from the issue. For
the first time ever, the United Nation’s 2016 Sustainable Development
Goals incorporate an explicit target for early years provision. This exhorts
nations to ensure inclusive and quality education for all and to promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all. Target 4.2 reads:22

By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood

development, care and pre-primary education so that they are ready for pri-

mary education.

That these should be universal early years services is clear, even though
many may take issue with their purpose apparently being reduced to that
of preparation for compulsory schooling. The term ‘early childhood devel-
opment’ used in international organisations reflects the importance
attached to health and social care interventions delivered as part of early
years programmes.

Targeting of services also contradicts the approach promoted in an
influential review of health inequalities in England.23 This recommended
that public funding for early years services development should be focused
progressively across the social gradient in an approach that has come to
be known as ‘proportionate universalism’. This means that policy actions
‘must be universal, but with a scale and intensity that is proportionate to
the level of disadvantage’.24 In England, the early years pupil premium, an
additional subsidy for disadvantaged children within universal provision,
represents this approach, although it is still to become fully embedded. 

British psychologist Jack Tizard once observed that a service for the
poor was inevitably a poor service.25 However, it is not just the prevalence
of targeted services within the UK’s early years system which may interfere
with quality. Arguably, the apparent need for targeting originates in the
UK’s particular service system model: the childcare market.

Access for disadvantaged children 

Guaranteeing disadvantaged children equitable and universal access to
high-quality early years provision becomes particularly problematic if a
substantial proportion of providers are for-profit businesses, as they are in
the UK.26 The dynamics of competition may drive provision into more
prosperous areas, where childcare business viability is less at risk, and
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affect service quality.
Although in disadvantaged areas roughly three-quarters of three-

year-olds attend state nursery classes and schools, which mostly offer
inflexible short sessions, overall the majority of three-year-olds in England
now receive their free early education in private provision: 64 per cent in
2016, according to official statistics.27

However, parents in search of free early education are not especially
welcome in private day nurseries, as their business model relies on the
fees parents pay for hours over and above the 15 free ones. This acts as
a perverse incentive to childcare businesses to discourage parents from
using only the free hours, or indeed from using them at all.28 Childcare
businesses may only offer these hours in restricted sessions or on
restricted days, and charging parents inadmissible ‘top-up’ fees appears
to be a common practice.29

The risks posed by childcare market dynamics are magnified by
austerity and cuts to publicly funded services, with disadvantaged children
becoming even more at risk of exclusion from high-quality provision.30

Among those excluded are children from black and minority ethnic com-
munities, children with additional linguistic or learning needs or disabilities
and those growing up in large families. Market dynamics may also put
pressure on staff pay, conditions and in-service training, thus affecting one
of the key factors in ensuring service quality.31

This is particularly likely in areas where parents are on a low income
and less able to pay high fees that could, in principle, pay for highly qual-
ified staff. So, private provision in low-income areas is both less sustain-
able and of poorer quality (although quality in better-off areas also remains
mixed).32

The UK is virtually unique in Europe in relying on the market to
deliver both early education and childcare. In fact, it is one of the most pri-
vatised systems in Europe: in other European nations, parents are rarely
offered income-related public subsidies, such as tax credits or vouchers,
to help them buy childcare.33

Probably the most distinctive feature though is the reliance on the
market to deliver early education, alongside state nursery schools and
classes. In European countries such as France and the Netherlands, early
education is delivered exclusively in schools. So, although market dynam-
ics affect childcare service location and quality in the Netherlands in a sim-
ilar way to in the UK,34 early education remains immune from them. 

In its latest report on the early education entitlement for two-, three-
and four-year-olds in England, the National Audit Office homed in on the
weaknesses in the way universal early education is delivered.35 It is dispir-
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iting that problems with take-up, identified in a previous CPAG publication,
show no sign of being resolved.36

Future possibilities

How to improve the quality, affordability and access to early years provi-
sion for disadvantaged children is a major conundrum. The realities of the
current market-based system do not match the government’s stated
intention of promoting children’s social mobility, economic wellbeing and
social justice through public support. 

It seems that restructuring and investing in the UK childcare market
will be necessary if the system is to help lift poor children out of poverty
and improve their life chances. At a time when families with young children
have been bearing the brunt of the government’s austerity measures,37 the
chance of this happening appears remote. Nevertheless, certain less
drastic policy steps might, at least, partially improve the current situation. 

A crucial first step in raising quality across the board would be
greater investment in training a graduate-led workforce and continuing
professional development opportunities for all early years practitioners.38

The continuing delays in the publication of the government’s workforce
development strategy are therefore particularly disappointing.

Budgetary pressures can lead to a range of governmental
responses. In the Netherlands, the government has reduced the childcare
tax credit subsidy to parents,39 while in the UK the eligibility criteria for sup-
port through the tax and benefits system have been tightened,40 disadvan-
taging parents. An alternative response might be to target additional
support at children least likely to be able to access high-quality and afford-
able provision. Or, governments could introduce policies which capitalise
on the strengths of private markets, enable them to work more effectively
and possibly make them not only more resilient against economic pres-
sures, but also more equitable.

Analysis of OECD data and of government strategies to ensure
quality provision in childcare markets shows that one of the most success-
ful forms of government intervention has been the promotion of supply-led
systems, whereby public funding goes straight to early years service
providers, as well as parental fee capping.41 In each case, these measures
went hand in hand with a substantial investment of public funding in early
years services and their infrastructure. 

Where such measures have been introduced, the growth of the pri-
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vate-for-profit childcare market has been contained in favour of an
increased reliance on voluntary, co-operative and state provision. The
case of Norway illustrates these dynamics.42 In the Norwegian mixed
childcare market, early education and care for all children below compul-
sory school age are fully integrated within a heavily state-subsidised sys-
tem. All types of providers can participate, provided they meet stringent
regulatory criteria supervised by local government. More than 50 per cent
of Norwegian ‘kindergartens’ for children aged one to six are now run by
private providers, mostly not-for-profit.

Increased regulation of the childcare market was also proposed in a
recent study of the relationship between the primary school performance
of children in England and their experience of early years provision.43 The
authors identified a lack of impact on disadvantaged children, which they
attributed to use of – low-quality – private sector provision. Their recom-
mended solution was that:44

…if universal childcare is to be achieved through expansion of private sector

provision, as in our case, it is of paramount importance to set high quality

requirements for participating providers.

Some examples of what this might look like include: a combination of fee
capping with additional public subsidies across the board for all types of
providers; additional and more generous subsidies for children with spe-
cial educational needs and disabilities; guaranteed minimum fees and bet-
ter employment conditions, including paid professional development
opportunities, for childminders; and a comprehensive early years work-
force strategy containing the elements already mentioned. 

There have been other suggestions for reforming the childcare mar-
ket. Ten years ago, the OECD review of member states’ early years service
systems recommended research into the creation of effective ‘social mar-
kets’.45 By this, it meant mixed economies of provision, including private
not-for-profit and for-profit childcare businesses, possibly operating along-
side public provision, which allowed for choice and innovation ‘while main-
taining a sense of national and community responsibility for services’.46

The introduction of such a social market, coupled with a partial or
full implementation of the six policies the European Commission consid-
ered essential to an anti-poverty early education and childcare system,
could mean a new beginning for the UK. In the interests of all children’s
rights, life chances and wellbeing, we must continue to explore how the
UK early years system can be made excellent, equitable and inclusive.  
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Key policy recommendations

• A two-generation approach in which early years provision is combined
with support for parents, especially to help them improve the home
learning environment, delivered through expanded and fully funded
children’s centres. Children should be the primary unit of analysis in any
evaluation of the impact of such centres.

• Gradual extension of the 30 hours’ free childcare offer for three- and
four-year-olds, and the part-time offer for two-year-olds, to all children
regardless of parents’ circumstances. This would require an expansion
of maintained sector capacity in nursery schools and classes, as well
as in the private, voluntary and independent sector. 

• A workforce development strategy to raise quality in the sector, prima-
rily aimed at private providers and backed with investment. Continuing
professional development provision should be built in as part of
employment conditions for all staff, which would also assist recruitment
and retention, and increased public subsidies should be at least par-
tially dependent on providers delivering on this.

Suggested indicators to track progress

• Children’s educational and socio-emotional development during pri-
mary school years

• Parental, especially maternal, employment rates
• Ofsted ratings of early years settings
• Qualifications profile of the early years workforce
• Workforce retention and a reduction in the number of staff vacancies in

early years
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