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Introduction 

 

English early childhood education and care provision (ECEC) has featured on 

governmental policy agendas and benefitted from public funding for a long time 

compared to ECEC in other high- and medium-income nations. Yet, the recent 

history of ECEC policy change in England illustrates how shifts in the relative weight 

accorded to different policy aims over time may have far-reaching consequences for 

children in low-income families’ access to high quality provision (Penn, 2009; Moss, 

2014a). This relates to their access within the private-for-profit childcare market, a 

prominent feature of the English early childhood service system, as much as to 

access to early childhood education within state funded primary and nursery schools 

(Mathers and Smees, 2014; Gambaro et al., 2013).  

The decision to focus on English data in this chapter stems from the similarities and 

differences that characterise the ECEC policy and funding systems of the four 

nations making up the UK. After 1998, when a Devolution Act was implemented (HM 

Government, 2013), local jurisdictions gained the power to legislate in the area of 
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early education policy and practice, notably around the size of the early education 

entitlement, the curriculum, workforce qualifications and funding streams (Fitzgerald 

and Kay, 2016). Recent early education policy change In England has often 

preceded that in the other UK jurisdictions, although within the four systems 

similarities outweigh difference. In contrast, responsibility for childcare policy and 

funding mechanisms via the tax and benefits systems remains the responsibility of 

central government departments and there are no national differences in this 

respect. Although developments in early education policy implementation in Wales, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland are intrinsically interesting, an English ECEC case 

study was deemed adequate to illustrate this chapter’s main argument.  

 

First, this chapter sets out the policy rationale framework which now tends to 

underpin public support for ECEC systems in OECD countries. During a period of 

Labour government between 1997 and 2010 the English early childhood policy 

framework underwent a substantial transformation. Although some of this period’s 

achievements have been diluted or abandoned since 2010, several structural 

features were consolidated under two subsequent governments.  

After exploring the impact of the 1997 – 2010 Labour government on ECEC 

expansion and innovation in some detail, this chapter proceeds to analyse the 

barriers to ECEC access that continue to affect children growing up in low-income 

families in England. This is followed by a brief examination of international evidence 

for policies and strategies aimed at ensuring more equitable access to high quality 

ECEC services within similar marketised ECEC systems. Finally, some lessons are 

drawn from recent English early childhood policymaking experience and their impact. 
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In this way this chapter aims to highlight potential implications for other nations at 

different stages of developing their ECEC policies. 

ECEC policy rationales 

 

 OECDmember states employ several policy rationales to justify state support for 

early childhood education and care provision (Penn, 2011a).The first is the social 

mobility rationale for investment in ECEC, which has been a major policy driver since 

the middle of the twentieth century. It aims for a longer-term impact. This 

presupposes that ECEC helps close the gap in educational attainment between 

children growing up in low-income families and their better off peers and improves 

their life chances. In England this policy rationale is reflected in publicly provided 

early education delivered in state nursery schools or nursery classes attached to 

primary schools, or in public subsidies to private childcare businesses, like day 

nurseries, to deliver this provision (Lloyd, 2012a).  

 

In contrast, a second, more recent, policy rationale is an economic wellbeing 

rationale for public support for ECEC, aiming for more short-term impact. This posits 

that such provision enables parental – particularly maternal – employment and 

hence helps eliminate or avoid poverty within families with young children (Lloyd and 

Potter, 2014). In England and across the UK this rationale is reflected in a system of 

parental subsidies through the tax and benefits system to help parents pay for 

childcare costs over and above their children’s early education entitlement for 

children aged under three and for out-of-school care for older children (Penn and 

Lloyd, 2013).  
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Finally, in England and the three devolved UK administrations, as well as in other 

European and OECD countries, a third, social justice, rationale is also in evidence. 

This assigns ECEC a role in eliminating social and cultural inequalities and 

underachievement and in promoting the inclusion of children with transient or 

permanent learning or physical disabilities (Leseman, 2009).Elsewhere, especially in 

the Nordic countries, the promotion of gender equality and equitable labour market 

access for men and women is also clearly seen as part of ECEC’s social justice 

rationale (Ellingsaeter and Leira, 2006).  

 

ECEC rationales interact with other measures aiming to support families with young 

children, notably parental leave policies (Kamerman and Moss, 2009) and direct 

fiscal support for childrearing (OECD, 2011a). These interactions add to the 

challenges facing governments in agreeing a coherent programme of parental leave 

policies and financial support for families and for ECEC provision (Plantenga and 

Remery, 2009). Such challenges are magnified in majority world countries, where 

state support for ECEC is more variable or absent altogether (Penn, 2012). 

 

In recent policy discourses in England and beyond, the first rationale has become 

closely associated with the approach of Nobel Prize winning economist James 

Heckman. He applied human capital theory to the role of early childhood education 

and care in human development (Heckman, 2000). This approach emphasises 

economic returns from public investments in ECEC and favours the use of cost-

benefit analyses to measure this. Heckman concluded that substantial public 

investment in ECEC and its infrastructure, such as the workforce, are highly effective 
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and his theory became highly influential in policy circles across the world, helping 

raise ECEC’s profile and promote investment. Nevertheless, Heckman’s arguments 

also attracted considerable criticism. For instance, Buzelli (2015: 16) argues that it 

undervalues ECEC’s contribution to development as it ‘...provides a limited view of 

the goals and impact of early education programs on children’s development...’ 

which is a concern shared for instance by Moss (2009) and Campbell-Barr and 

Nygård (2014). 

 

At times, the three main ECEC rationales may be in competition, while the relative 

importance attached to each in national policymaking may also change between 

different governments. Shifts in policy emphasis may even occur within the same 

administration (Lloyd, 2015). Moreover, there may be striking contradictions between 

the policies informed by these rationales, the chosen policy instruments such as 

direct service provision, or parental tax credits and benefits, and the format of a 

country’s ECEC services and service systems. This may also be evident where 

public funding levels are comparable.  

 

An example of such effects is provided in a comparative study by Van Lancker and 

Ghysels (2011). They demonstrated differences between the social distribution of 

publicly funded childcare in Sweden and Belgian Flanders. Despite identical per 

capita expenditure, Sweden, which does not employ a marketised ECEC system, 

had a more equal social distribution of ECEC services than Flemish Belgium. 
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ECEC policy rationales may be affected by prevailing attitudes (Plantenga and 

Remery,2009:53), national politics (Moss,2012) and changing perspectives on the 

role of welfare states (Hemerijck,2012). They are directly linked to how and 

how much state support is invested in an ECEC service system (Penn and 

Lloyd,2013) and to how its costs are allocated between governments, parents 

and service providers. The way in which state support is allocated and its delivery 

model may lead to differences in impact on the services and hence on the children 

using them. 

 

 

Frequently, the ECEC funding system’s format militates against the successful 

realisation of the impacts intended by the rationales underpinning public funding. 

Children growing up in poverty are most at risk from this lack of synergy between 

ECEC policy intentions and their implementation where a marketised early childhood 

system is the dominant model(Lloyd and Penn, 2012).This applies to England and 

indeed to Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. The following sections of the 

present chapter will clarify the nature and operations of so-called marketised ECEC 

system and provide a more detailed description. 

 

While in principle state support for ECEC is meant to benefit all young children, the 

three rationales each clearly imply that states must make extra efforts to ensure 

services reach children at risk of exclusion from ECEC. National (Sylva et al, 2010) 

and international (Lindeboom and Duiskool, 2013) research has also produced 

convincing evidence of the need for high service quality in all forms of ECEC 

provision if it is to promote children’s present wellbeing and their future life chances. 
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Low quality provision not only poses a greater risk to the life chances of children 

growing up with disadvantage, but also negatively affects children’s direct ECEC 

experience (Bennett et al, 2012). 

 

Persistent variety both in ECEC services and in the social, legal, regulatory and 

financing systems supporting them, is a characteristic of early childhood service 

systems in most OECD member states (OECD, 2006). Such variety is best 

explained with reference to these systems’ differing historical, cultural and 

institutional context (Rigby, Tarrant and Neuman, 2007; Scheiwe and Willekens, 

2009).In Europe for instance, many ECEC systems continue to be split functionally 

between early education and childcare services, and between services for children 

aged zero to three and those aged three to school starting age, usually at six 

(European Commission, 2014); local and central government level responsibilities 

may be assigned to different departments (Kaga, Bennett and Moss, 2010). In 

practice this means that the social mobility rationale primarily underpins services for 

children aged three to six, whereas childcare provision building on the economic 

wellbeing rationale may apply to either age group. The cross-cutting social justice 

rationale may be reflected across early education and childcare policies and their 

associated policy instruments. 

 

The English early childhood service system arguably embodies one of the more 

problematic manifestations of such dichotomies and contradictions, as this chapter 

aims to demonstrate. This aspect of the English ECEC system, recent policy 

developments and their impact on children in low-income families may be easier to 

interpret if they are first briefly placed within their historical context. 
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A brief history of 20th century English ECEC 

Alongside the introduction of free and non-religious compulsory education for 

children aged 5 and over in 1880, non-compulsory early education developed in 

England from the late 19th century onwards. It was only after 1918 that such 

provision, then largely provided by charitable bodies and faith-based organisations, 

became eligible for limited and geographically uneven public funding. State funded 

nursery schools and classes attached to primary schools made an appearance 

during the 1930s. However, state provided education for 3 to 5 year olds remained 

firmly targeted at children in low-income families and was mostly found in 

disadvantaged areas, thus reflecting the social mobility rationale for investment. 

Early education would not become a universal entitlement in England and across the 

UK until after 1997, as described below (Penn, 2009). 

 

The parallel growth of childcare provision for the children of employed parents - in 

practice mothers were to remain the primary target of any policy interventions in this 

area - followed a different and equally slow trajectory. With the exception of the 

World War One (WWII) period 1939-1945, childcare largely remained a private 

parental responsibility, apart from some state day nursery provision catering for the 

children of lone mothers. The resulting mixed childcare market was made up of small 

community day nurseries and small private-for-profit childcare businesses, including 

family daycare businesses run by so-called childminders (Penn, 2009). The 

institution of the British nanny remained firmly outside the remit of policymaking 

(Gregson and Lowe, 1994). 
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Alongside these two strands of provision a third – social welfare – strand of family 

support provision had emerged, embodied by a variety of family centres aiming their 

services at families with young children on low incomes, or with other kinds of 

problems, including child protection issues. These centres were either run by local 

government themselves, on their behalf ,or  independently by national Non 

Governmental Organisations (NGOs) like Save the Children or Barnardo’s. 

.Alongside a variety of family support services, parenting training, job-seeking help 

and adult education, some of these centres also provided early childhood education 

and care (Lloyd, 2012b) 

 

Free and universal maternity and child health services came into existence in 1948 

as a result of the establishment of the British National Health Service (NHS). 

Although since then there have been attempts to integrate some maternity and child 

provision into what have come to be known as Sure Start Children’s Centres, overall 

these services remain quite separate from ECEC provision. They are therefore not 

discussed further within this chapter.  Worth noting is that this situation in England 

contrasts with that in other middle and low-income countries, where health 

interventions are much more integrated with Early Childhood Development (ECD) 

provision (Lloyd, 2012c). 

 

As a result, England’s ECEC system in the late twentieth century featured an 

entrenched early education and childcare divide; differences between the remit, 

qualifications, training, employment conditions and remuneration of the three 

different early education, childcare and family support workforces and split 

responsibilities between several departments at central and local government level  
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(Penn, 2009).  

 

The three workforces deserve further attention. Qualified early years teachers 

supported by assistants with childcare qualifications were responsible for delivering 

early education .in state funded early education; childcare practitioners, many with 

minimal or no qualifications, worked in the private childcare sector, while a more 

highly trained family support workforce, including qualified social workers, delivered 

family support services in family centres. 

 

Table 1 illustrates the early childhood service system inherited by the social-

democratic Labour Government that came to power in 1997. 

 

Table 1 The English early childhood service system up to 1997 

 

Provision Format Ages Location Funding  Issues 

Early 

Education 

Part-time (3 to 

3.5 hours) or 

full- time (6 to 7 

hours) daily 

during term-

time. Not 

universal. 

3 and 4 year 

olds  

State nursery 

schools, 

nursery 

classes and 

reception 

classes1 in 

state primary 

schools.  

Playgroups/ 

pre-schools. 

Free to 

parents. 

Central 

Government 

funded via 

Local Authority 

Schools 

budgets 

Insufficient 

places; 

Very uneven 

geographical 

distribution 

of provision 

Childcare Flexible up to 

50+ hours 

weekly all year  

0 – 5 and 

‘wrap-

around’ for 

school-age 

children 

Private-for-

profit/ not-for-

profit day 

nurseries. 

 Family 

daycare (child-

minders). 

Municipal day 

nurseries and 

family centres 

Parental fees. 

Income related 

parental fees 

or free in Local 

Government 

funded 

provision. 

Insufficient 

places 

Uneven 

geographical 

distribution 

Socially 

segregated 

provision. 

Variable 

quality. 

 
1 The most junior class in state primary schools admitting children during the year in which they attain 
compulsory school age 



11 
 

Social 

welfare 

provision 

Targeted In 

response to 

identified need 

0 upwards Municipal and 

not-for-profit 

family centres 

Local 

Government 

Insufficient 

provision.  

 

 

Most surprising perhaps about the ECEC system illustrated in Table 1 is the fact that 

until 1997 there was no universal entitlement to early education for three and four 

year old children. Such provision was mainly found in Labour Party controlled 

municipalities. As a response to the continuing absence of sufficient early education, 

the pre-school playgroup movement had emerged. This was a major maternal self-

help initiative where groups were sustained with the help of volunteers, mostly 

mothers (Penn, 2009). Only three countries in Europe would develop this type of 

private not-for-profit early education provision, the UK, The Netherlands and Ireland 

(Statham et al, 1990).  

 

Furthermore, until the late 90s there was no state support for parental childcare 

costs. Childcare was delivered within a mixed market of mostly small private-for-

profit and not-for-profit day nurseries and day nursery chains. The provision of social 

welfare services for families with young children in different types of family centres 

was often very patchy (Lloyd, 2012b). 

English ECEC between 1997 and 2010 

 

When a Labour government assumed office in 1997, this heralded a 13 year period 

of sustained ECEC and social welfare innovation and expansion, as Labour won a 

majority in three elections in a row. The new government set out straight away to 

make a reality of an accessible, affordable and high quality ECEC system. The policy 
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framework developed to guide this process reflected a neo-liberal economics 

approach, translated into the injection of public funding into the existing mixed 

market economy of small private childcare businesses (Lloyd, 2008). This had major 

consequences for children’s equitable access within the resulting ECEC system, as 

will be discussed below. These developments also generated potentially valuable 

lessons for other countries wishing to build or expand ECEC systems with the help of 

private sector partners. The consolidation of the mixed market ECEC economy in 

England persists today. 

 

Within such a mixed ECEC economy as now found in England, private and state 

ECEC provision co-exist  and this system is often referred to as a ‘childcare market’ 

(Lloyd and Penn 2012). Since the turn of this century, early education in England is 

delivered within this childcare market as well as in a parallel system of state 

provision (Lloyd,2012a). This contrasts with the situation in the Netherlands 

(Plantenga,2012) and in France (Martin and Le Bihan, 2009) where state funded 

early education is delivered in nursery departments within primary schools and the 

market model only characterizes the childcare system.  

 

Among the private-for-profit childcare providers that operate in such markets may be 

corporate businesses (Penn,2011b). Different geographic and socio-economic 

contexts, rural versus urban locations and well-to-do versus disadvantaged areas, 

may lead to a variety of childcare markets within the same country, as in England 

(Dickens, Taylor, and LaValle,2005). 
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In contrast, direct and significant public funding of universal ECEC services has 

continued in several European countries, including provision for three to six year olds 

in France (Martin and Le Bihan,2009) and for children aged zero to six in the Nordic 

countries (Hiilamo,2008). These countries regard ECEC as a ‘public good’, a 

concept within economics justifying substantial public investment in both the services 

themselves and in their infrastructure (Cleveland and Krashinski, 2003). Services 

and infrastructure are seen as key to ensuring equitable and universal access for all 

children irrespective of their parents’ socio-economic position (Bennett et al, 2012). 

 

A trend emerged towards the introduction of market principles in ECEC and other 

educational and social services (Penn, 2013). This did not remain confined to 

England, but featured in other European and OECD countries, including those which 

had previously featured ECEC systems dominated by public provision. This trend 

reflected the view that market forces were more efficient and more effective than 

public agencies in securing ECEC’s provision and funding. 

 

Guaranteeing children equitable and universal access to quality ECEC 

services become particularly problematic if a substantial proportion of providers 

within such a market are for-profit businesses, as is the case in England (Lloyd and 

Penn, 2012). The dynamics of competition may drive provision into economically 

more prosperous areas, as happened in the Netherlands (Noailly and Visser, 2009), 

where it also affected quality (Akgunduz and Plantenga, 2014). It may also put 

pressure on staff pay, conditions and in-service training, the largest cost in any 
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business and one of the key factors in ensuring service quality (Moss and Bennett, 

2010)  

 

As Woodrow describes elsewhere in this volume, an over-reliance on inadequately 

regulated sizeable private-for-profit nursery chains may lead to major problems for 

parents and policymakers if such a dominant chain collapses, as happened in 

Australia in 2008 (Press and Woodrow, 2005; Press and Woodrow, 2009). 

 

In only three European nations, the UK (for children from birth to five years of age), 

Ireland (for some children from birth to five years of age) and the Netherlands (for 

children up to three years of age), are parents offered income-related public 

subsidies such as tax credits or vouchers, to help them buy early childhood provision 

in such a market (Penn 2013: 3). 

 

For the Labour government the mixed market became the preferred site for ECEC 

public subsidies; as a result the marketisation and privatisation of childcare provision 

became much more pronounced after 1997 (Cohenet al., 2004; Penn, 2007).By 

2007, private for-profit providers, both corporate chains and sole traders or small 

partnerships, made up 78 per cent of the UK children’s day nursery market, as 

compared with 11 per cent each supplied by the private not-for-profit and public 

sectors (Laing and Buisson, 2007).The parallel system of state nursery schools and 

nursery classes attached to state primary schools did not receive a comparable 

public funding boost during this period (Lloyd, 2008). 
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A major positive development under the Labour government was the introduction of 

an ‘entitlement’ to universal part-time early education for three and four year olds in 

England and in the rest of the UK. Simultaneously, this government consolidated the 

other two strands of the early childhood service system it had inherited, childcare 

and social welfare provision, rather than engaging in much more radical reform of the 

system (Moss, 2014a).No change occurred in the unequal geographical distribution 

of state nursery schools and classes, which were mainly found in disadvantaged 

areas, while playgroups were incorporated into the childcare system and effectively 

became day nurseries. Private-for-profit and not-for-profit childcare businesses, 

including childminders, but not private nannies, became eligible for direct public 

subsidies to deliver early education, provided certain quality, including staffing, and 

safeguarding criteria were met (Penn, 2007). 

At central government level ECEC became the responsibility of the Department for 

Children, Schools and Services. From 2004 ECEC became the responsibility of local 

government children’s services departments, removing the split between education 

and social services departments. Regulation and inspection duties were transferred 

from local government to the Office for Standards in Education and Skills (Ofsted) in 

2000.By force of the 2006 Childcare Act, such requirements were transformed into 

the Early Years Foundation Phase, the statutory programme setting standards for 

the learning, development and care of children from birth to five years old (DCSF, 

2008). 

 

It soon transpired that poor families, predominantly large families, families with a 

disabled child or parent, and minority ethnic families, were no more likely to access 
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early education for their three and four year olds than before (Kazimirskiet al., 2006; 

Speight et al., 2010).The decision to introduce a targeted service in order to improve 

the uptake of universal early education among disadvantaged three and four year old 

children (HM Treasury, 2004), led to the piloting of early education for two year old 

children living with disadvantage (Smith et al., 2009). As it turned out, these children 

would mostly find places within the private childcare market, where provision quality 

was demonstrably less (Gambaro et al, 2013),rather than in state nursery schools 

and classes. 

Table 2 illustrates the format of the English early childhood service system and its 

main public funding by late 2010, after 13 years of a Labour government. 

Table 2 The English early childhood service system in 2010 

 Universal 
Early 

Education 

Targeted 
early 

Education 

childcare Social 
Welfare 

provision 

Issues 

Format 
 

 15 hours 
weekly for 
38 weeks 
annually 

15 hours 
weekly for 
38 weeks 
annually 

Flexible up to 
50+ hours 
weekly all year 

Targeted In 
response to 
identified 
need 

Flexible 
delivery only 
in private 
sector 
provision 

Ages 3 and 4 year 
olds 

2 year olds 
in low-
income 
families 

0 – 5 and 
‘wrap-around’ 
for school-age 
children 

0 upwards 4 year olds 
increasingly in 
state primary 
reception 
classes 

Location State 
nursery 
schools and 
classes; 
state primary 
school 
reception 
classes2 ; 
day 
nurseries; 
pre-schools 

State 
nursery 
schools and 
classes; 
day 
nurseries; 
pre-schools 

Private-for-
profit and not-
for-profit day 
nurseries. 
 Family 
daycare 
(childminders). 
Some 
municipal 
family centres 

Municipal 
and not-for-
profit family 
centres 

Lack of 
access, 
choice and 
diversity 
disadvantaged 
areas.  
Socially 
segregated 
provision. 
Variable 
quality – lower 
in 
disadvantaged 
areas. 

 
2 The most junior class in state primary schools admitting children during the year in which they attain 
compulsory school age 
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Funding Provider 
subsidy via 
local 
government 

Provider 
subsidy via 
local 
government 

Parental fees. 
Income 
related 
parental fees 
or free in 
Local 
government 
funded 
provision. 

Local 
government 

Parents 
always pay up 
to 33% costs. 
Only 33% 
parents 
receive any 
subsidies, 
retrospectively 
Fee 
increases. 

 

 

Under Labour, the 2006 Childcare Act (England and Wales) also provided the legal 

underpinning for a diminished role for local government in respect of co-ordinating 

early education and childcare provision and the provision of ECEC (HM Government, 

2006). The Act imposed on them a ‘childcare sufficiency duty.’ This meant that they 

must ensure that enough early education and childcare places were available to 

meet parental demand. At the same time, there was no longer an expectation that 

the public authorities themselves would be responsible for filling gaps in provision by 

themselves providing parallel services within local early education and childcare 

markets. Municipalities could now only be ‘providers of last resort.’ This meant that 

they could only directly provide services if it had proved entirely impossible to locate 

private providers to deliver these instead.  

 

The Labour government also introduced support for parents to help them afford the 

costs of childcare needed in addition to early education for three and four year olds, 

for children aged from birth to three and for after-school and holiday childcare. 

Parental childcare subsidies in the form of tax credits and employer childcare 

vouchers were introduced with the express intention of stimulating competition and 

quality within local childcare markets, thus promoting choice for employed parents 

(Lewis and Campbell, 2007). Many nursery schools in disadvantaged areas were 
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transformed into ‘neighbourhood nurseries’ designed to prove that even here access 

to quality childcare provision could be realised, avoiding market failure (Smith et al., 

2007). 

 

A new workforce development strategy, coupled with strategic funding, was aimed at 

promoting the employment of graduates (Mathers et al., 2011) and increasing the 

level of qualifications of the early childhood workforce as a whole. By gradually 

bringing the qualifications of the childcare workforce up to a level equivalent to that 

of the qualified graduate teachers working in state nursery education, the 

government intended to improve service quality overall. Targets were set for the 

employment of graduates to lead all ECEC provision, but no true parity was created 

with qualified teachers in state provision. Even now it remains the case that up to 

half of practitioners working in childcare provision can be unqualified, as long as they 

do not have any supervisory responsibilities (DFE, 2014). 

 

As far as ECEC was concerned within the third, social welfare, strand of provision, 

local authority provision, both day nurseries and multi-functional family centres 

(Lloyd, 2012b), were largely phased out in favour of the establishment of the multi-

agency Sure Start Centre initiative, a targeted programme for children aged three 

and under and their families living in disadvantaged areas. Designed to improve both 

children’s quality of life and school readiness (Belsky et al., 2007),across the UK 

more than 500Sure Start Centres came to deliver family support along community 

development lines, with considerable parental involvement (Belsky et al, 2007).  
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The centres’ mix of family support provision included parenting education, drop-ins 

and crèches, family health provision and employment advice. In contrast, early 

education and childcare were only introduced in a limited number of Sure Start 

centres after 2004. The Labour Government’s failure to create a much more 

integrated early childhood service system in this and in other respects reflected ‘path 

dependence’ in the design of policies and institutions (Penn, 2009). Pierson (2004: 

10) used this concept to refer to “...the dynamics of self-reinforcing or positive 

feedback processes in a political system.” He illustrated how it could be usefully 

applied to the analysis of evolving social processes, dominant institutional 

arrangements and the power relations operating within these.  

 

By 2004 the government had already decided to extend the reach of Sure Start 

Children’s Centres to every community, some 3000 in all. The resulting ‘Children’s 

Centre’ model diverged from that of the original Sure Start centres to become more 

focused on families with young children growing up with disadvantage, rather than 

offering services to all families within areas of disadvantage (Bate and Foster, 2015). 

 

Despite having dramatically transformed the ECEC landscape in England and the 

rest of the UK, and having remained committed to the triple policy rationale for 

investing in ECEC, the Labour government ultimately failed to revisit the neo-liberal 

principles underlying the marketisation of ECEC. Nor did it question the very basis 

on which services for young children were being provided (Moss, 2014b). Instead it 

consistently promoted market principles for the delivery of social welfare services, 

including ECEC. By the end of Labour’s third term, public funding levels for ECEC 

were being seriously affected by the economic recession (Lloyd and Penn, 2014). 
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Poverty and ECEC under Labour 

 

There were several, often profound, changes of ECEC policy direction during the 

three successive Labour administrations between 1997 and 2010. The triple 

rationale underpinning their policy framework, on the other hand, remained 

unchanged throughout. The policy reorientation almost invariably related to the need 

to address issues of lack of ECEC quality and accessibility for children growing up in 

poverty. Quite early on the Labour government announced its intention to eradicate 

child poverty by 2020,  that is within a generation (Blair, 1999). This commitment was 

prompted in part by an international focus on poverty eradication (UN, 1995), as well 

as by Britain’s ranking in terms of relative poverty among other industrialised nations 

(Hills, 2004).  

 

By the Millennium up to one third of British children’s lives were affected by poverty 

(Pantazis et al, 2006). Among the children growing up with disadvantage those from 

minority ethnic, lone parent or households with a disabled child or parent and those 

in the private rented housing sector were disproportionally represented. Then, as 

now, half of all children in poverty in the UK did live within working households 

(Lloyd, 2006). Consequently, increasing employment opportunities alongside 

boosting childcare provision in disadvantaged areas could only be part of the policy 

answer. Low pay was and is a key issue for England. On a par with its economic and 

academic repercussions for children’s life chances (Feinstein, Duckworth and 

Sabates, 2008), the social costs of poverty for children warranted an urgent and 

multi-faceted response (Bradshaw, 2001). 
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Child poverty levels arguably posed the greatest challenge to realising the 

Government‘s Ten Years Strategy for Childcare (HM Treasury, 2004) ambitions for 

consolidating the early childhood system so that it would reach all children. Truly 

equitable access to high quality early education and childcare for children growing up 

in poverty failed to materialise fully, despite a genuine policy intention to achieve this 

and the Labour government’s commitment to redistributive policies (Lloyd, 2006; 

Lloyd, 2008).  

 

Instead, the gap in educational attainment at primary school entry between children 

from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds and their better-off peers 

refused to close (Mathers et al., 2007) and private sector childcare prices steadily 

rose (Paull, 2014). Given the evidence of the potential impact of good quality early 

education on England’s disadvantaged children’s life chances (Sylva et al, 2010; 

Apps et al., 2012),emerging evidence of the risks to ECEC quality within the private 

childcare sector was especially disturbing. Low quality was identified as a possible 

risk factor in three and four year old children’s unchanged educational outcomes at 

the end of primary education in a major qualitative study of outcome data for English 

children at ages five and 11 (Blanden et al., 2016). 

 

Cost constraints limited choice for low-income parents of three and four year old 

children who wanted to buy childcare hours over and beyond the early education 

entitlement, particularly in disadvantaged areas (Dickens, Wollny and Ireland, 2012). 

Although generally of better quality, the available state provision offered less 

flexibility than the private ECEC sector. Hence the social stratification persisted that 
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has characterized English ECEC provision for over a century (Ball and Vincent, 

2005).This situation remains unchanged. 

 

Within the English childcare market, there is little choice for parents merely seeking 

free part-time education for their three and four year olds, but not wanting to pay for 

additional hours to cover any childcare needs. Most four year olds anyway now enter 

primary reception classes in the September following their fourth birthday. These 

children may find places in nursery classes in state primary schools or in a dwindling 

number of nursery schools. While in disadvantaged areas three quarters of three 

year olds now attend state nursery classes and schools, the majority of English three 

year olds receive their free early education in private childcare provision: 64 per cent 

in 2015 according to official statistics (DFE, 2015a).  

 

However, parents in search of ‘free’ early education are not especially welcome in 

private day nurseries, as the nurseries’ business model relies on the childcare fees 

parents pay for hours over and above the 15 free hours. This acts as a perverse 

incentive to childcare businesses to find strategies to discourage parents from using 

only the free hours for their children or indeed from using them at all (Hignell, 2014). 

Private childcare businesses may only offer these hours in restricted sessions or 

over restricted days and charging parents additional (‘top-up’) fees appears to be a 

common practice (House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, 2016).  

 

 

Such are the challenges for equitable access to quality provision arising from the 

marketised early childhood system in England. The effect of parental childcare 
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subsidies within such markets turns out to be particularly problematic. At the level of 

supranational bodies such problems have also been identified. For instance, an 

analysis of Eurostat data suggested that direct provision of social welfare services, 

including ECEC, reduces income disparities and inequality more than tax breaks for 

parents (Atkinson and Marlier, 2012). Two papers for OECD also made a strong 

case for the redistributive impact, i.e. the impact on poverty, of publicly provided 

services, including childcare, in comparison with parent subsidy models (Verbist et 

al., 2012; Förster and Verbist, 2012). 

 

As part of its concerted effort at reducing poverty and social exclusion among young 

children and their families, Labour chose to target not just social welfare services at 

such children, but also ECEC provision. Targeting early education became a 

prominent approach intended to address equitable ECEC access issue for children 

growing up with disadvantage. Its discussion merits a separate section in this paper, 

as this has remained a key policy tool for securing quality and access.  

Targeted versus universal ECEC provision 

 

Several of the Labour government’s policy initiatives took the form of targeting public 

support for additional provision within a universal ECEC service system, as already 

described. This aspect of its ECEC policy framework has been adopted and 

extended by the two successive governments, the 2010-2015 Coalition government 

(Lloyd, 2015) and the current Conservative government. But targeting raises issues 

for practice and of principle.  
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After the far-reaching ECEC policy developments of the previous 13 years, further 

ECEC policy change was slow to appear under the 2010 Coalition Government. The 

Coalition government honoured its pledge to extend the education entitlement for 

three and four year olds to 15 hours. But following serious cuts to local government 

budgets, as part of a programme of economic austerity measures, the number of 

Children’s Centres declined rapidly (Bate and Forster, 2015). Families with young 

children bore the brunt of cuts in public spending, such as on benefits and social 

welfare provision and lowering the level of parental eligibility for childcare tax credits 

(Stewart and Obolenskaya, 2015).  

 

Targeting services remained on the Coalition’s ECEC policy agenda. An additional 

subsidy for primary schools to promote the learning of disadvantaged pupils, the 

‘pupil premium,’ was extended to three and four year olds in early childhood 

provision, although the ‘early years pupil premium’ was very low. The Coalition 

rapidly expanded the targeted offer of part-time education to disadvantaged two year 

olds, introduced under Labour. No less than 40 per cent of disadvantaged two year 

olds were meant to benefit by autumn 2014, but 2015 statistics confirmed this target 

was missed by 40 per cent, while 96 per cent of these children ended up in private 

provision (DFE, 2015a). Official data confirm its quality is variable (Ofsted, 2015). 

 

Another major targeted initiative is on track for a national roll-out in England by the 

Conservative government that came to power in 2015. This is a doubling of the early 

education entitlement for three and four year old children of parents who meet 

certain employment conditions. Instead of qualifying for 15 hours weekly, they will be 

entitled in term time to 30 hours weekly (Frontier Economics, 2016). At the time of 



25 
 

writing eight local government areas are making preparations to trial the 30 hours 

entitlement before its September 2017 roll-out in all 150 English local authorities.  

These municipalities are receiving a clear steer from government to promote uptake 

of the additional 15 hours among families facing disadvantage (DFE, 2015b). These 

include families living in rural areas, families where a young child has special 

educational needs or disabilities (SEND) and Black and minority ethnic families. Yet 

families in these situations are often disadvantaged and may not meet the 

employment conditions attached to receipt of the additional entitlement. It remains to 

be seen how such contradictions are resolved. Implementation problems, including a 

failure to reach children in low-income families, are widely predicted (Rutter, 2016). 

 

There is a noteworthy contradiction between any forms of ECEC targeting and the 

approach promoted in an influential review of health inequalities facing England (The 

Marmot Review, 2010). One of its recommendations was that public funding on early 

years development, including ECEC, should be focused progressively across the 

social gradient in an approach that has come to be known as ‘proportionate 

universalism.’ The term implies that ‘... [policy] Actions must be universal, but with a 

scale and intensity that is proportionate to the level of disadvantage’ (The Marmot 

Review, 2010, 15).  

 

The issue of targeting has been both topical and controversial for some time within 

European discussions on quality within evolving ECEC systems (Lindeboom and 

Duiskool, 2013). The European Commission made its position on targeting clear in a 

special statement. This addressed the condition of disadvantaged children most at 

risk from the austerity engulfing Europe: 
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 The most successful strategies in addressing child poverty have proved to be 

those underpinned by policies improving the well-being of all children, whilst 

giving careful consideration to children in particularly vulnerable situations. 

      (European Commission, 2013: 2) 

Arguably, the apparent need for targeting of English services originates in the ECEC 

service system itself, the childcare market, whose challenges were discussed in 

earlier sections of this chapter. England is virtually unique in relying on this market to 

deliver early education, not just childcare. In fact, the English ECEC system is one of 

the most privatised and marketised ECEC systems in Europe (Penn, 2013). 

 

Some ten years ago, the comparative study of 20 ECEC systems in OECD member 

states (OECD, 2006), argued that funding models involving parental subsidies in 

particular, i.e. ECEC markets, may neither ensure children’s equal access, nor 

ECEC affordability and quality: 

 

Without strong state investment and steering of this field, the result will be an 

insufficient supply of services for those who need those most, leading to 

increased numbers of children with special needs and learning difficulties; a 

lack of equity for poorer families; and overall poor quality of provision.  

(OECD 2006: 256) 

Since 2010 English ECEC policy decisions have become less transparent in terms of 

their underpinning policy rationales. The phenomenon of successive ECEC policy 

decisions becoming increasingly opaque in terms of their aims, prompted the 

Institute for Fiscal Studies, a respected economic think tank, to observe: 
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It is not clear whether the main aims are to improve child development, 

increase parental labour supply or reduce socio-economic inequalities: a clear 

overarching strategy would help bring some much-needed focus to the debate 

in this area.                           (Brewer et al., 2014: 172)  

 

It is not just the social justice rationale informing English and other nations’ ECEC 

systems, but also its economic wellbeing and social mobility rationales, that are at 

risk from the economic austerity and growing inequality that is gradually becoming 

embedded in England. Austerity magnifies the risks associated with childcare 

markets (Lloyd and Penn, 2014). It affects targeted services as much as universal 

ones. And its main risk is to children growing up with disadvantage, who stand to 

benefit the most from such provision, but only if quality is high (van Huizen and 

Plantenga, 2015). 

 

If no improvement materializes, the outlook for English two year olds in 

disadvantaged families might be rather bleak in terms of educational outcomes, as 

91 per cent received their 15 hours within the private childcare sector, according to 

the latest official statistics (DFE, 2016). The fact that only 68 percent of eligible two 

year olds took up a place under the scheme in 2016suggested that the market was 

not yet working perfectly for them, their parents, childcare businesses and indeed for 

the government. 
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Are there lessons for England to learn from other childcare markets on how to lift 

children out of poverty and offer them equal access to high quality ECEC provision? 

Can governments introduce policies which capitalise on the strengths of the private 

market, enable it to work more effectively and possibly make it more resilient against 

economic pressures? 

Reducing risk within ECEC markets 

 

Economic pressures within childcare markets attract a variety of governmental 

responses. Some may be detrimental to access, quality and affordability, such as 

when governments reduce the level of parent subsidies, as happened in the 

Netherlands (Akgunduz and Plantenga, 2014) and in England (Lloyd and Penn, 

2014). Alternatively, measures can be introduced addressing threatened market 

failure; these include targeting additional support at children most likely to miss out 

on access to quality and affordable ECEC. The offer of education to English two year 

olds forms an example of this. The challenges posed by targeting were already 

discussed. System transformation, i.e. a thorough reorganisation at multiple levels of 

existing processes, institutions and relevant policies, is another option, although 

heavily constrained by economic pressures. In the wake of the collapse of the 

Australian childcare corporation ABC Learning, Sumsion (2012: 221) recommended 

an ‘ethical audit’ framework as an analytical tool for closely monitoring developments 

within childcare markets and to inform policy developments.  

 

Several publications, including the 2006 OECD thematic survey, a more recent 

analysis of OECD data (Penn and Lloyd, 2013: 7) and an overview of government 
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strategies to ensure quality in childcare markets (Penn and Lloyd, 2014),have 

suggested ways to improve childcare market operations through various system 

transformations. Among the most successful forms of government intervention 

appear to be the promotion of supply-led systems, where providers receive 

substantial state subsidies and parents pay a reasonable share of costs by means of 

the introduction of parental fee capping regulations. Where these operate, the growth 

of the private-for-profit childcare market has been contained in favour of an 

increased reliance on voluntary, co-operative and state provision (Gambaro et al., 

2014). Stringent regulation needs to be paired with any subsidy increases, if price 

inflation is to be controlled for. This requires a new type of partnership with the 

private ECEC sector (Penn and Lloyd, 2014). 

 

The case of Norway’s viable mixed ECEC economy illustrates these dynamics well 

(Jacobsen and Vollset 2012).More than 50 per cent of Norwegian ‘kindergartens’ for 

children aged one to six are now run by private providers, mostly not-for-profit ones 

(Haug, 2014).Since the early 2000s this mixed market has featured the fastest 

increase in uptake among low-income groups; these rates are among the highest for 

low-income groups anywhere (Ellingsaeter, 2014). Longer-term positive educational 

and economic outcomes have been demonstrated for children who progressed 

through this system (Havnes and Mogstad, 2009). 

 

Unlike present day Norway, most countries where a marketised model of ECEC 

provision prevails have a long way to go in ensuring not only that the services and 

their infrastructure reflect the underlying policy rationales, but that they serve all 

children equitably.The2006 OECD thematic survey acknowledged that greater 
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choice and opportunities for innovation associated with markets may be preferable to 

stagnation in public ECEC systems, but it emphasised the need for further research  

 

…on how to create effective social markets, that is, networks of mixed 

provision in which choice and innovation exist, while maintaining a sense of 

national and community responsibility for services (OECD, 2006: 119) 

 

England appears to be at a crossroads in terms of the further development of its 

ECEC system. At present its policies, services and the funding model fail to fully 

meet the needs of children growing up in poverty. The apparent disconnect between 

policy rationales and the choice of policy instruments can be traced back to the 

English ECEC market model (Lloyd and Potter, 2014). 

 

Introducing a social market as envisaged by OECD could mean a new beginning for 

English ECEC policy. But ‘...any initiatives need to be systematically developed, and 

well-funded, for improvements to be sustainable; in other words, changes need to be 

implemented at a macro as well as at a micro level.’ (Penn and Lloyd, 2014: 46). 

Conclusions 

 

While the need to reconsider the direction of current ECEC policy and the triple 

rationales for government support is undeniably urgent. It also appears useful to 

reflect on the strengths of the current English ECEC system. Three characteristics 

stand out when attempting to take the perspective of any country trying to learn from 

the English experience: 
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1. There exists a genuine commitment on the part of the state to invest 

substantial public money into the ECEC system, guided by three rationales 

which emphasise the importance of longer-term outcomes for children, the 

immediate economic well-being of families with young children and children’s 

present enjoyment of ECEC services 

2. There exists a genuine commitment to achieving an inclusive ECEC system 

which reaches out to children growing up in low-income households, children 

with transient or permanent physical or learning disabilities and children with 

English as an additional language 

3. There is a clear awareness of the crucial role played by early childhood 

leaders, teachers, practitioners and entrepreneurs in ensuring beneficial 

outcomes and good quality experiences for all children using ECEC provision 

and a commitment to developing a commensurate workforce strategy 

 

The present overview of critical junctures in English ECEC policy development 

demonstrates the challenge of finding appropriate and interconnected policy 

instruments to make a reality of these commitments. For example, the uncomfortable 

interface between supply-side and demand-side funding for early education and 

childcare respectively highlight the importance of a logical and simple funding model; 

information on childcare costs (Rutter, 2016) demonstrate the risks of price inflation 

in the absence of appropriate government intervention in market operations and the 

lack of consistency in the provision of ECEC within children’s centres highlight the 

need to revisit the role and location of ECEC within social welfare provision. 
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If the English ECEC system is to make a serious contribution to lifting poor children 

out of poverty and improving their life chances, then the prevailing hegemonic 

childcare market discourse should itself become an issue for debate. Any debate 

aimed at achieving public consensus about optimal ways forward should not be 

centred on the perfection of a system based on competition and individual choice, as 

Moss argues strongly (2014b). In contrast, this should form part of a much wider 

examination of the values and principles underpinning the present ECEC system. 

 

One point should guide any such debate. This is that, by itself, even universal, 

comprehensive good-quality ECEC does not ‘inoculate’ against the adverse effects 

of child poverty (Lloyd and Potter, 2014). Multiple approaches by multiple actors as 

part of a comprehensive anti-poverty strategy are needed for reducing poverty and 

addressing its consequences for young children’s educational achievements, health 

and safety, nutrition, housing and access to public services within the families in 

which they grow up. This constitutes the greater challenge. 
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