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Summary 

Although many children will benefit from the childcare strategy, by no means all will do so equally. The poorest and most disadvantaged children may be excluded because their parents are not in paid employment, or work fewer than 16 hours a week, and do not qualify for the childcare element of Working Tax Credit (WTC).  

It is crucial that such children have access to high quality childcare and additional educational provision. This will enhance their childhood experiences and improve long-term opportunities, irrespective of their parent’s work status. It may improve their parents’ chances of accessing employment.

Paid employment can be an effective route out of poverty. However, this is by no means always the case.  Work is not a route out of poverty for people who experience in-work poverty. Nor is work a route out of poverty for families for whom paid employment is not, and may never be, an option. 

Poor outcomes for children are directly related to income. Children living in poverty do worse whether their mother stays at home or moves into low paid employment. Improving childcare provision must be accompanied by a review of income adequacy for the most disadvantaged families. Maximising benefit take up – for example by ensuring that welfare rights advice is an integral part of services on offer in extended schools – should also be a priority.

There is a great deal of appropriate rhetoric and many positive principles in the Strategy about the needs of some disadvantaged groups, but detailed information about implementation is hard to identify. Additional funding – over and above that promised - is required to enable local authorities to ensure that the poorest and most disadvantaged children benefit from the mixture of pre-school, early education and childcare and provisions available to children. 

· Families from black and minority ethnic groups - improving childcare and services for these families - many of whom are affected by disability and ill health - must go hand in hand with ensuring that families access the benefits and tax credits to which they are entitled. 

· Families with disabled children -  access to high quality childcare must be made available to all disabled children, irrespective of their parent’s work status.  

· Larger families - the lack of additional support for families with three or more children will continue to discourage parents from using formal childcare. Children whom the Government has identified as being particularly vulnerable to poverty are being penalised by a system that favours smaller families.

· Disabled parents - Children with disabled parents are vulnerable to poverty and social exclusion. Local authorities must consult with disabled parents in order to identify, and address, their childcare needs.

· Teenage parents and children who leave school at 16 -  Ensuring that these vulnerable groups are supported both financially and can engage in social and educational provision is essential. 

Choice and flexibility - lack of money limits choice for families who may be forced to return to work before they or their child is ready because statutory maternal pay is too low and/or they cannot afford to take ‘unpaid leave’. 

Childcare and educational provision must place children at the forefront of policy. The desire to increase the proportion of low income families in work must not compromise a genuinely child-centred approach to policy.  Childcare must become part of educational provision. Education must not become part of childcare provision. 

Introduction

CPAG welcomes the opportunity to comment on Choice for parents, the best start for children: a ten year strategy for childcare.
As an organisation campaigning to eradicate child poverty CPAG recognises that childcare plays a central role in enabling families to access the labour market.  We welcome the Government’s emphasis on the negative consequences of living in poverty for children in and the impact this has on their educational and social outcomes.  We accept that for many families, work is an effective route out of poverty, and endorse many of the proposals outlined in the strategy which we believe will help many low income families to access paid employment. CPAG believes that the provision of high quality, accessible childcare is central to the eradication of child poverty. The introduction of free at point of delivery, good quality, universal childcare is one of the ten demands outlined in our recently published manifesto, Ten steps to a society free of child poverty: Child Poverty Action Group’s manifesto to eradicate child poverty
  
In this response, we will be commenting on those aspects of the Ten Year Strategy which have a direct impact on children living in poverty.  The first section addresses specific questions raised by the Government in the consultation. The second section focuses on issues we feel are directly relevant to our work in the field of child poverty.  

SECTION ONE

1. Specific questions arising from consultation

1.1 The Government is discussing extending right to ask for flexible working to parents of older children and carers of sick or disabled relatives. 

CPAG welcomes a proposal that recognises the needs of older children and the caring responsibilities of people looking after sick or disabled relatives. We would like to emphasise that many parents – particularly lone parents – find it difficult to juggle paid employment with caring for their teenage children. Their children – who all too often are subjected to judgement and criticism - need to be able to access before and after school clubs and holiday provision, irrespective of their parent’s work status.  Such provision will not only enhance their social and educational experiences and their long term opportunities, but it may enable parents to access paid employment. 

1.2 The Government is considering extending entitlement to childcare element of WTC to parents who work less than 16 hours a week and would welcome views from interested parties.

The numbers receiving the childcare element of WTC is low. We would endorse extending entitlement of the WTC to parents who work less than 16 hours a week as the first step to making free and universal childcare available at point of delivery to all families. 

Furthermore, for many mothers – particularly lone parents, disabled parents and mothers with disabled children - participating in voluntary work or studying is viewed as an important way of putting something back into the system. This can generate social inclusion and often provides an effective route into employment. But families cannot currently access the childcare element of Working Tax Credit even though they are engaged in what may be prove to be work focused activities. This situation needs to be reviewed in the light of policy which seeks to push the employment rate higher. 

1.3 The Childcare element is only available to parents in work – although ‘in some cases Job Centre Plus can offer assistance with childcare costs for parents looking for work. WTC payments already continue for those who start a new job within seven days of ending a previous job, and the Government will consult about whether to extend this period.’ (para 7.16)

Families who move in and out of employment, and on and off benefits (many of whom may be affected by ill health or disability) are at risk of poverty.
  The drop in income associated with moving out of paid employment imposes high levels of stress on family life.  At the very moment that children most need continuity, they may be forced to give up valuable childcare or much needed out of school and holiday provision. We would recommend that WTC be extended to families who are engaged in ‘work focused’ activities and who have lost employment for a longer period of time.  Seven days leaves very little time to find another job. 

1.4 Sure Start Children’s Centres

These will offer some childcare, or support to childcare providers, or help parents access childcare.  They will include parenting and family support, health advice, preventative services, support to help parents moving into work.  CPAG welcomes the roll out of Children’s Centres, but is cognisant of concerns that they may place the needs of the labour market above child outcomes. 
 We also believe that Children Centres should routinely provide advice on benefits and tax credits.

1.6 Within the framework of progressive universalism - the Government will continue to consider proposals about the best long-term balance between supply side and demand side subsidies.’

CPAG is concerned that whilst many children will benefit from the childcare strategy, the poorest and most disadvantaged children who are likely to live in households with no adults in paid employment, or who work fewer than 16 hours a week, may not benefit because their parents do not qualify for childcare support via Working Tax Credit (WTC). Free and universal provision at point of delivery must be the long term priority. Given the problems families are experiencing accessing tax credits, we believe that supply-side grants should be increased and the reliance upon tax credits phased out. The most effective way to ensure equitable access to early education and care is to replace the tax credit with a grant paid directly to providers. The long-term objective should be to fund ‘wraparound’ childcare via a per child grant paid directly to providers along similar lines to the Nursery Education Grant which funds free part-time early education places. 

1.7 Workforce issues 

The majority of people engaged in the childminding industry are women, often mothers and often receiving low rates of pay. We welcome the Government’s acknowledgement that, on international comparisons, the British childcare workforce is poorly qualified, poorly paid with little opportunities for career progression. We endorse the desire to introduce clearer and more accessible progression routes for the existing workforce, improve the recruitment and retention of enough workers to support the growth of the sector, and promote diversity in the workforce. (para 6.5 and 6.7) Clearly sustainability and availability in both disadvantaged and more affluent areas are a priority.  

We also welcome the improvement in training opportunities for childminders and other home-based carers, and the steps that will be taken to ensure that childminders and approved childcarers can forge links with Children’s Centres and Extended Schools. However, we would emphasise that many children live in households that experience in-work poverty. Improving conditions and training must go hand in hand with improvements to levels of pay for some of Britain’s poorest workers.

SECTION 2

2. The child poverty context

Our historic aim will be for ours to be the first generation to end child poverty, and it will take a generation. It is a 20-year mission but I believe it can be done. Tony Blair, 18 March 1999

Tony Blair’s pledge to end child poverty sets the scene for much policy – a key test for the Childcare Strategy is the extent it can deliver for those children growing up in poverty. The Ten Year Childcare Strategy underpins the Government’s belief that childcare and family support can tackle poverty and worklessness, and is informed by the conviction that ‘evidence suggests that parents living in poverty are likely to face risk factors that make their role as parents harder.’ (para 2.14) It establishes an underlying rationale that is directly relevant to child poverty, stating, for example, that ‘Childcare services must be available to all families who want to use them’ (para 1.13) and that ‘Access to pre-school childcare of high quality will improve the outcomes for children’. The Government emphasises that high quality childcare ‘plays an important role in tackling disadvantage and child poverty and supporting social mobility and equality of opportunity’ (para 1.15) and may redress some of the inequalities experienced by children living in poverty. 

The Strategy refers to ‘making sure the poorest and most disadvantaged children and families have the support they need’ (para 2.4) and emphasises that the ‘the needs of children and families cannot be traded against the demands of the labour market, but must be advanced together’ (para. 24) and that ‘Parents may be working full-time, part-time, or not at all, and will need childcare arrangements to fit around their work and other commitments’ (para 4.17). However, it clearly indicates that parents ‘will be expected to contribute to the cost of childcare, supported through the childcare element of Working Tax Credit (WTC) and any subsidy to the provider.’ (para 5.5) 

CPAG is concerned that WTC is not the most effective way of targeting childcare support on the poorest and most disadvantaged children.  Research indicates that the majority of recipients of the childcare tax credit are on middle or average incomes. 
 Children who are most at risk of living in persistent or severe poverty whose parents are unlikely to be in paid employment, or to work fewer than 16 hours a week, do not qualify for the WTC.  These children, whose parents already have incomes that are too low to live on, will be excluded from any high quality childcare or before and after school activities that requires a financial contribution, however minimal.  This will have a negative impact on social and educational inclusion on children in the short term, and on educational outcomes and employment opportunities in the long term. 
The Government emphasises that ‘…payments are made to parents to help with the cost of childcare, acknowledging that all countries expect parents to make some contribution towards the costs of childcare, with parents normally contributing according to their income.’ (para 7.4) We accept that even the most advanced early years systems such as Sweden require some parental contributions to childcare. However, Britain – the fourth largest economy in the world - has disproportionately high rates of child poverty, and needs to move further and faster than other countries in order to catch up. Innovative strategies are needed to address the problems of child poverty and low educational achievement in Britain.

We are concerned that whilst many children will benefit from the childcare strategy, by no means all children will do so. Children in workless households who are at greatest risk of living in severe and persistent poverty - who would derive the greatest benefit from high quality early years education – are, and will continue to be excluded from additional provision because their parents do not qualify for the childcare element of WTC because they don’t work, or work fewer than 16 hours a week, and are unable to finance any additional support because their incomes are already too low to live on. 
  

It is neither right nor just that the poorest and most disadvantaged children should be penalised because their parents are not in work.  Their children should not be subjected to the double jeopardy of living in poverty and being excluded from additional educational/childcare provision that the Government readily accepts will significantly improve their educational and social outcomes in both the short and the long term.  

If the Government is to fulfil its aims to improve outcomes for all children, the poorest and most disadvantaged children must benefit from high quality childcare provision from an early age, irrespective of their parents’ work status.  CPAG strongly urges the Government to review income adequacy for families for whom paid work is not currently an option – perhaps because of ill-health or disability. Providing additional support may help reduce stress levels, improve health amongst parents, which may enhance future chances of employment.

3. Poverty and disadvantage

3.1 Poverty and parenting

The Government emphasises that parents living in poverty face particular challenges that have a negative impact on their children in both the immediate and in the long term. It concludes that ‘Ensuring parents with low earning powers are able to access childcare and engage with the labour market, is critical to helping families break cycles of poverty and disadvantage, and promoting social mobility.’ (para 2.30) 
Although CPAG agrees that paid employment can be an effective route out of poverty, this is by no means always the case.  Work is not a route out of poverty for people who experience in-work poverty. 
 Nor is work a route out of poverty for families for whom paid employment is not, and may never be, an option. 

3.2 Children living in poverty 

The strategy accepts that ‘children from more disadvantaged backgrounds who scored poorly at a young age were extremely unlikely to catch up and were shown to be an at-risk group’ (para 2.26) and that ‘growing up in poverty can have serious consequences that persist into adulthood’ (para 2.28). It emphasises that children from disadvantaged backgrounds benefit disproportionately from high quality early years education and childcare, and that these long-term benefits ‘are unrelated to a parent’s ability to pay for it.’ (para 2.45)  Research outlined in the Strategy indicates that access to high quality childcare and educational provision from the age of 24 months greatly improves the social and educational outcomes for all children, with disproportionate benefits for children from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds – particularly when it is provided in centre-based provision with children from a mixture of backgrounds.  

The Strategy states that ‘One of the key aims of the strategy is to ensure that all children can benefit from early years support and childcare. This means ensuring that it will work to meet the particular needs of different groups, including families with disabled children and those from ethnic minority communities.’ (para 5.26) The Government will ‘consult widely to ensure that the needs of all children and families are being reflected as policy develops.’ (para 5.26) Local authorities are responsible for ensuring that local childcare needs are met. 

It remains to be seen whether the additional funding provided to local authorities via Transitional Funds will be sufficient for them to fulfil their childcare responsibilities, particularly with regard to families with disabled children and families from black and ethnic minority communities.  We suggest that significant additional funding will be needed to research the financial and childcare needs of such families to ensure that their needs are appropriately and coherently addressed.  

3.3 Black and Ethnic Minorities communities
We welcome the acknowledgement that families from ethnic minority families are poorly serviced by the system, and the requirement that Local Authorities must ‘incorporate the needs and concerns of ethnic minority families who can be poorly served by the current system.’ (para 5.3)  Clearly it is important that local authorities investigate barriers faced by ethnic minority communities in accessing early years and childcare services. The suggestion that local authorities need to support recruitment of ethnic minority members of staff to reflect their local population, as well as consulting with and monitoring the take up of services by families from ethnic minority backgrounds is very welcome.  

We would emphasise that take up of benefits and tax credits is likely to be low amongst some BME groups. Research indicates that families from black and ethnic minority families experience particular difficulties accessing their full benefit entitlement. 
 Given the close connection between poverty and disability it is hardly surprising that poor and disadvantaged families are disproportionately affected by disability and ill health. And yet research indicates that some disadvantaged families are less likely to apply for Disability Living Allowance (DLA) and carer’s allowance and are more likely to be turned down if they do apply, or to be awarded lower rates than families with similar needs.  Families from minority ethnic groups are often even more disadvantaged than already disadvantaged white families with a disabled child. 
 

It seems likely that families from ethnic minority communities are also less likely to access the childcare tax credit - primarily because of high levels of worklessness (particularly but not solely amongst Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities), or because accessible information is scarce and the system may seem too complex to negotiate or may address a families particular needs. Improving childcare and services for families from black and minority ethnic groups (many of whom are affected by disability and ill health) must go hand in hand with ensuring that families access the benefits and tax credits to which they are entitled. The provision of accessible information about benefit entitlement must be an integral part of improvements to the system. Access to high quality early years provision or childcare should not be dependent upon a parent being in work. 

3.4 Families with disabled children
It is well known that families with disabled children face many barriers to paid employment, including inflexible employers, ill-health among parent-carers, difficulties finding appropriate housing and schooling in the same area resulting in complex transport arrangements, and day-time medical appointments for their children.  It is hardly surprising that only 3per cent of mothers with disabled children are in full-time employment (compared with 22per cent of mothers with non-disabled children) and only 13per cent manage part-time work (compared with 39per cent of mothers with non-disabled children).

While the need for appropriate and affordable childcare for this group of people is clearly of huge importance, they confront barriers to childcare, over and beyond perennial problems with cost, transport and accessibility - including discrimination, extra costs, and long-term childcare needs. 

Families with disabled children are particularly susceptible to poverty because barriers to employment are compounded by additional costs. Low incomes and problems accessing financial support via the benefit system are compounded by fragmented services upon which families are disproportionately reliant. 

A recent report published by the Strategy Unit, Improving Chances for Disabled People outlines the importance of access to high quality, early years education for children who are disabled or have special educational needs (SEN). Early Years Transition and Special Educational Needs (EYTSEN) and Early Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) demonstrate the benefits of high quality pre-school educational activity, especially if this is combined with care and started before three years. It was established that these interventions had a positive impact on young children’s cognitive development, including those ‘at risk’ of developing SEN. Indeed, children who did not go to pre-school were more ‘at risk’ of SEN. The research also showed that different types of SEN are helped by different types of pre-school provision which makes early identification of SEN important.

CPAG welcomes the emphasis placed on the needs of children who are at particular risk of living in poverty, and the importance of high quality early years education and childcare for this group of children.  However, clarification is needed as to how additional provision will be funded. 

Local authorities are required to consult with families with disabled children and the voluntary sector on the planning and delivery of services and will monitor take up of services. This is very welcome. However, such a consultation and monitoring process must be accompanied by the provision of accessible and readily available information about benefit entitlement. Although families with disabled children incur significant extra costs, take up of DLA is low. 
 Families whose children are not receiving their full benefit entitlement are unable to exercise choice about childcare. Furthermore, recent research suggests that families whose child is awarded DLA – which triggers additional disability and carer elements within Child Tax Credit – generates educational and social benefits for the parent and child. Parents also report a reduction in stress and an improvement in health, which sometimes enables them to consider undertaking training or employment opportunities.
 

Families with disabled children incur significant additional costs – including childcare. In order to exercise greater choice about childcare, it is important that such families access their full benefit entitlement. A national take up campaign, underpinned by sustained local take up campaigns, would help improve take up amongst poor and disadvantaged families (particularly families from ethnic minority communities), who are often unaware of their child’s benefit entitlement. 

3.5 Larger families

The Government has identified families with three or more children as being vulnerable to poverty.  Official statistics indicate that 48per cent of children in households with four or more children live in income poverty, compared with 25per cent of children in households with only one child.
 However, their particular needs are not specifically addressed within the Strategic Plan, although families who have three or more children incur substantial childcare costs. CPAG welcomes the increase to the maximum threshold of childcare tax credit, but is concerned that the lack of additional support for families with three or more children will discourage parents from using formal childcare. Children whom the Government has identified as being particularly vulnerable to poverty are being penalised by a system that favours smaller families.

3.6 Disabled parents

We welcome the emphasis placed on families with disabled children and the focus on consulting and involving the families concerned. We are, however, concerned that disabled parents, who have greater childcare needs than many other groups whether or not they are in paid employment, are not mentioned in the strategy, and would urge the Government to include them in the consultation process.  

Government statistics highlight the link between disability, poverty and unemployment. Disabled people of working age are around seven times as likely as non-disabled people to be out of work and claiming benefit – and yet they incur considerable extra costs as a direct consequence of their disability. 
 Disabled lone parents are particular risk of living in poverty. Only 30per cent of disabled lone parents are in paid employment compared to 55per cent of non disabled lone parents. Around 25per cent of all workless households contain a sick or disabled parent. Disabled people are more likely to live in poverty – as are their children:  a quarter of children living in poverty have long-term sick or disabled parents.
  

In 2002/03, 40 per cent of children in Great Britain in households containing one or more disabled adult were income poor
 

However, such statistics do not include extra costs and therefore underestimate poverty levels among this group, as the Department for Work and Pension acknowledged in its its fifth annual report on poverty, Opportunity for all:
  These figures cover income only, so the total will include disability benefits but there is no deduction for any extra disability-related costs (for example equipment such as screen readers for computers, or higher costs for such things as heating, diet or laundry as a result of a disability.) 

Research undertaken by the Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion at the London School of Economics reveals that if equivalisation is undertaken for disability – and includes additional costs and makes adjustment for disabled people who are not receiving their full benefit entitlement - the true rate of poverty among disabled people would be 61per cent.
 Disabled parents are at even greater risk of poverty than disabled people who do not have children. Rates of child poverty among this group are likely to be high.
Although disabled parents have greater childcare needs than non-disabled parents, additional disability-related costs and low employment rates mean they are less able to finance these. And yet, a recent report by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation on the findings of the Task Force on Supporting Disabled Parents in their Parenting Role, 
  emphasises that disabled parents often have to use more childcare, pre-school facilities, nurseries, after-school clubs and holiday activities, which may provide them time to rest during the day and allow them to reserve their energies for the highest priority tasks with their children at the beginning and the end of each day.  

Disabled parents’ ability to finance childcare is severely limited, as is their ability to transport their children to or from the childminder: sometimes they can only do this with the paid help of a personal assistant.  Childcare costs are sometimes higher because disabled parents may require childcare that is accessible to them as parents. Disabled parents who have fluctuating conditions may need to have a childminder on standby, so they can call on them at short notice to help out. Childminders may charge a ‘retainer’ fee for such a service. Disabled parents who do work may incur additional costs because they may need childcare at the end of a working day because they need to rest. Furthermore, disabled parents have additional childcare needs during times when they undergo treatment (for example for cancer) or during hospital admissions.  Overall, costs are prohibitive. Their childcare needs must be addressed.
  

Disabled parents from BME communities are particularly poorly serviced by the current system. Research into poverty, disabled children, and HIV and Aids amongst BME communities strongly suggests high levels of unmet need among disabled parents in these groups. There is evidence of low take-up of both benefits and of services by BME families. Barriers to take-up include lack of awareness, communication difficulties and the cultural appropriateness of services. Parents with mental illness often receive uncoordinated support that does not take account of their childcare responsibilities as well as their childcare needs. 

Given that childcare is being targeted at families who are in employment, provision for families affected by sickness or disability is limited.  Children with disabled parents are vulnerable to poverty and social exclusion. Their parents may be unable to engage in informal, reciprocal arrangements with other parents, or to have other children around to play after school. Their children would benefit from opportunities to engage with other children after school and during holidays.  Given the low levels of employment amongst disabled parents, their children will be particularly disadvantaged by a system that provides additional support only to parents who work 16 or more hours a week. Local authorities must consult with disabled parents in order to identify, and address, their childcare needs.

3.7 Multiple disadvantages

CPAG would also emphasise children often span many disadvantaged groups. Until such time as we know – for example - how many lone parents households from ethnic minority groups with three or more children (including a disabled child) and/or disabled adult live in a particular area, and can monitor transitions into employment and take up of benefits amongst overlapping disadvantaged groups, it will not be possible to devise strategies to meet the needs of these groups. We would also like to emphasise that not all disadvantaged children live in disadvantaged areas. 

4. Flexibility and choice

The Strategy emphasises that ‘Policy has aimed to increase choice by offering more childcare options for parents, but also by giving parents more flexibility over how they balance work and time spent caring for their own children. The changes have aimed to improve outcomes for all children, but with a particular focus on the most disadvantaged.’ (para 3.1) 

Although we welcome the extension of flexible working arrangements, there is evidence that lower income parents tend to return to work when paid leave ends. Furthermore, we are concerned that mothers who lose touch with the labour market may find it more difficult to access employment at a later stage, and are more likely to access low paid, part-time employment when they do return to work. It is important that women who are already in low paid employment are not penalised for taking time off work to care for their child during their first year.

Evidence indicates that take up of parental leave is associated with the level of payment. For it to be a real choice, parents must have sufficient to live on whilst caring for their child at home. If statutory maternity pay is much less than a low paid parent receives in work, this removes the element of choice. 

Exercising choice is directly linked having enough money to finance alternatives. There is very little choice or flexibility for families who live in poverty. Lack of money limits choice for families who may be forced to return to work before they or their child is ready because statutory maternal pay is too low and/or they cannot afford to take ‘unpaid leave’, particularly when they incur additional costs associated with having a baby. 

4.1 Informal care

The Government recognises ‘the huge contribution that informal care makes to family life’ but emphasises that ‘it is not the Government’s role to offer financial support for care that is freely given within families’ (Para 5.14).  The Strategy acknowledges that certain ethnic minorities, especially Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities, show an especially low use of formal childcare, preferring instead to use informal care’ as do families with disabled children.

We welcome the provision of support for informal carers in children’s centres and drop in facilities. The Government acknowledges that ‘Grandparents provide the bulk of informal care.’ (para 5.13) Grandparents incur additional costs when caring for their grandchildren, but do not currently receive additional income. Although we welcome the ‘light touch’ ‘approved childcarer’ scheme, we are concerned that grandparents  may benefit, either because they are concerned about the qualifying process, or because the parent of their grandchild is not in paid employment, and will not be able to access the WTC.  

Although parents may prefer to rely upon family and friends to help out with their childcare needs, reliance upon informal care is often the result of having an income that precludes financing formal childcare. We accept that children who have access to high quality childcare provision from an early stage may do better than children who are cared for by friends or relatives, who may not have the facilities or training to meet their needs.

However, the current system limits choice for families who are not in work, who may want to strike a balance between informal and formal care, and whose children would benefit from a mixture of provisions.  

Families with a disabled child or a disabled parent – the majority of whom are not in paid employment - may prefer to have a friend or relative care for their child in their own home, which may have been specially adapted to meet their needs. They should be able to finance approved childcare support in their home, irrespective of their work status.

The provision of high quality formal childcare alongside subsided informal care would enable disadvantaged families to choose from a range provisions which would be in the best interest of their children, and would ensure that informal carers – often grandparents – are not drawn into ‘shared’ family poverty. The ultimate aim must be to ensure that disadvantaged families – the majority of whom are out of work – have an income that enables them to finance a combination of informal care and high quality childcare/early years education amongst children from different backgrounds. This will not only improve outcomes for their children, but may enable them to undertake voluntary work or training, which might lead to paid employment in the long term. 

5. Progressive universalism? 

The Childcare Strategy reflects the Government’s commitment to ‘progressive universalism’, asserting that ‘Parents should not be expected to meet all the costs of high quality childcare services … some support for all and most support for those who need it most’ (para 1.15) and  ‘The changes have aimed to improve outcomes for all children, but with a particular focus on the most disadvantaged’ (para 3.1) and ‘Every family should be able to afford high quality childcare services that want to use them.’ (para 1.13) 
However, additional support is predominantly directed via the childcare element of the WTC, which is available only to families who work 16 or more hours a week.  Far from being ‘progressive’ the childcare element of WTC appears to be benefiting middle to higher income families. Furthermore, the childcare element is not being claimed by families who need it most. In July 2004 the childcare element of WTC was claimed by 0.3 million families – only 6.8per cent of the 4.4 million in-work families with a tax credit award.
  Although we welcome the increase in the maximum threshold from £135 costs for one child or £200 for two or more children to £175 for one child and £300 for two children April 2005, out of which - from April 2006 - families will be able to claim 80per cent of costs, the Government must increase the proportion of families actually receiving it.  It does not address the needs of the poorest and most disadvantaged children living in workless households. Nor does the increase acknowledge the higher childcare costs incurred by families with disabled children or disabled parents. 

CPAG does do not think that the WTC is the most effective or appropriate way of diverting financial support for childcare to families because children who are most at risk of living in severe or persistent poverty will not receive the childcare tax credit, because their parents do not work, or they work fewer than 16 hours a week. 

6. Education and extended schools

The Government clearly states that it views the provision of high quality childcare as an integral part of ‘early education’ – and indeed aims to eliminate the distinction between the two. ‘For too long there has been a false distinction between ‘education’ and ‘care’ in early years services that is reflected in different qualifications and regulatory systems.’ (para 6.2) Schools will be working in partnership with the voluntary and private sectors to deliver the offer of extended schools. The Government is keen ‘to demonstrate the benefits which creating childcare and wider extended school opportunities will deliver for schools and their pupils.’ (5.25)

CPAG welcomes the provision of extended schools, which resolve many of the logistical nightmares associated with childcare provision, and commends the Government’s aim to remove the distinction between childcare and education, thereby placing the needs of the children at the forefront of the childcare agenda. However, we would like to emphasise that childcare must become a part of universal, free state educational provision, and not the other way around. We are concerned that blurring the distinction between childcare – the costs of which will be partially met by parents – and education – which is a universal, free system available to all children – might exacerbate a ‘two tier’ system: one for children whose parents work, and another for children whose parents don’t. This could heighten educational and social inequalities and may inject additional ‘costs’ into an educational system that already excludes disadvantaged children from some educational day-to-day activities because their parents cannot finance them. 

The Government rightly recognises that the school offers an environment where policy can intervene successfully to open opportunities for all children, and to focus on those who face the greatest barriers. However the ability of children from poorer families to participate and prospect at school is often compromised by their parent’s inability to pay for educationally inclusive activities – such as school trips, clothing and meals. The little support that does exist is often patchy in coverage, or inadequate and often stigmatising in administration. Take up of free schools meals is low, and a recent report by Barnardo’s reveals that families whose children do receive free school meals struggle to feed them during the holidays.  

The Department for Education and Skills recently published a survey which quantified additional parental spending on schooling, which, on average, amounts to £736.22 per child per year.
 Children living in poverty are already excluded from a number of educational activities that are an integral part of the curriculum because their parents are unable to pay for them (for example school trips and after school clubs). As has been widely discussed by CPAG and others, this not only impoverishes their childhood experiences, but it blights long-term opportunities. Children who are the most vulnerable to poverty because their parents are not in work would derive the greatest benefit from participating in diverse and dynamic extra curricular activities that enhance educational attainment and improve social skills. Such children need access to additional holiday provision – for example access to free school meals – they must not be excluded from receiving extra support.

Policy to maximise the life chances of children are doomed to failure unless serious efforts are made to remove financial barriers that prevent poor children joining in all educational activities. We are concerned that the provision of high quality, accessible and affordable after school and holiday provision in extended schools that ‘will provide an exciting range of things for children to do, including sport, arts, music and cultural activities as well as opportunities for rest, play and socialising with peer group’ (para 5.24) may generate a conflict of interest for teachers and educational practitioners who are there to provide education to all children, irrespective of their parent’s work status or income.

Careful planning is needed to ensure that the 10 Year Childcare Strategy enhances educational opportunities, and does not compound current inequalities. If the Government’s Childcare Strategy is to seize an opportunity to reduce such inequalities, children who are most at risk of living in severe and persistent poverty will need considerably more support, and from a much earlier stage, than is currently planned or budgeted for. 

Childcare and educational provision must place children at the forefront of policy, in line with the recommendations of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child which specifies that children must have access to the rights included in the Convention without discrimination of any kind against the child or his or her parents (Article 2 (1)) and that the child’s ‘best interests’ must be of primary consideration (Article 3(1)). 
 The desire to increase the proportion of low income families in work must not compromise a genuinely child-centred approach to policy. 

6.1 The early years

6.1.1 One to 12 months

The Government emphasises that consistent one to one care is usually important during the first 12 months.  

The provision of beneficial one to one care during the first year may be undermined in families who do not have enough to live on. The fact that many children’s earliest experiences are blighted by poverty (often before they are born) necessitates an urgent review of the income needs of their parents – particularly of income support. 

6.1.2 Pre-school children

There is substantial evidence – highlighted in the Strategy - that high quality childcare can be effective in reducing risk for very young disadvantaged children, especially when ‘centre-based pre-school provision is combined with support for parental involvement and home learning and when childcare for disadvantaged children is combined with targeted home visiting.’ (para A.23). It reports that ‘initiatives have been especially effective that target outreach work at non-working parents’ (para A. 23) and that ‘Research indicates that the duration of pre-school experience makes a difference from two years on.’ 
 The Strategy reveals a direct correlation between the quality of pre-school experiences and intellectual, social and behavioural development in children, and highlights and ‘Participation in high quality group early years settings from the age of two can help children from disadvantaged backgrounds make up ground with their peers’ (para 2.19) and highlights ‘A substantial body of evidence shows the pre-school education makes a difference in improving outcomes for children, especially for those who are disadvantaged’ (para A.3) The Strategy reports that ‘Investment in both home-based and group-based provision will be required to improve the availability of childcare for pre-school children.’ (para 5.9)  However, the Neighbourhood Nurseries Initiative (NNI) will ‘ensure that affordable, (our italics) sustainable, high quality childcare continues to be available in the most deprived communities.’ (para 5.9)

The Government is already committed to providing 12.5 hours of free part-time early education places for all three- and four-year-olds for 33 weeks a year. Its long-term goal is to extend such provision to 20 hours a week for 38 weeks a year. There will also be a pilot to extend free part-time early education to 12,000 two year olds in disadvantaged areas. CPAG warmly welcomes this provision, but would like to emphasise that not all disadvantaged children live in disadvantaged areas. Furthermore, given that research indicates that disadvantaged children do best in a diverse setting with children from different backgrounds, it is important that such provision is available to all children whose parents choose to use it. Access to high quality early provision may well iron out later educational inequalities. As discussed above, the provision of early years education or childcare may improve child’s behaviour, cognitive and social skills, which might enable parents to access work when their child moves into full-time education.  Ensuring that all children have access to free early years education and childcare irrespective of their parent’s work status may help address the needs of children who are likely to leave school without qualifications.   

We would emphasise that poor outcomes for children are directly related to income. Children living in poverty do worse whether their mother stays at home or moves into low paid employment.
 Improving childcare provision must be accompanied by a review of income adequacy for the most disadvantaged families.

6.1.3 Three and four year olds

The extension of free nursery provision to all three and four year olds is very welcome, as is the Government’s commitment to increase this from 15 hours a week for 33 weeks (often provided on a sessional basis) to 20 hours a week for 38 weeks. However, free at the point of delivery local authority nursery provision is patchy, in terms of the development of free places, and where unavailable families have been forced to use play group or private nursery provision. However, this free entitlement will be integrated with ‘high quality, affordable childcare from 8am to 6pm all year’ (para 7.7) which will only be available to parents can afford it, or who qualify for the WTC. 

The Government should be commended for providing free nursery provision for all three and four year olds and for ensuring that ‘private and voluntary day care providers receive the funding they need so that from 2006, children in private and voluntary sector provision will have 38 weeks of early education, rather the current 33.’ (para 5.17). However, by the time a child who has been living in poverty is three, they have already been subjected to social and financial inequalities that will have a negative impact on educational and social outcomes.  Furthermore, three and four year olds whose parents do not work, and for whom any cost is ‘unaffordable’, will be excluded from high quality holiday provision and ‘wraparound care’ provided to their peer groups whose parents are in paid employment and either qualify for WTC or can pay for additional provision. This will compound inequalities in the short and the long term. 

Furthermore, families whose children have severe behavioural problems – perhaps because they are on the autistic spectrum or have Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder – report that their children are often excluded from school and from ‘free’ provision provided by the social services. 
 Some children from black and ethnic minority groups are also subject to high levels of exclusion. Significant additional funding is required to ensure that the needs of children from disadvantaged backgrounds are met during the early years and throughout their school years.

6.2 School age children

The Government wants to ensure that ‘all parents benefit from a more flexible school day and that all children can benefit from high quality childcare’. Local authorities will be provided with capital and revenue funding to support schools and providers.  

Local authorities ‘are responsible for ensuring that local childcare needs are met’.

The Strategy outlines support for school aged children – such as breakfast clubs or after-school activities such as art or music – but accepts that ‘parents are generally charged for the use of out of school and holiday childcare, with support available to help with the costs through the childcare element of the WTC.’

As mentioned above, we are concerned that ‘many’, but by no means ‘all’ children will benefit. If local authorities are to meet the needs of children living in their borough, they need to have access to detailed information about families’ needs. More detailed statistics should be compiled on the numbers of deprived children living in different boroughs, the composition of households, the number of children within – and spanning - vulnerable groups (lone parents, disabled children, disabled parents, ethnic minority groups, larger families etc). The Government must monitor employment rates, take up of WTC and the childcare element. 

We recognise that schools provide a number of very additional services – such as breakfast clubs and after school clubs, which are particularly beneficial for poorer children who need a hot meal in order to face the day ahead. Although the Government emphasises that many children will continue to attend the range of before or after school activities – such as breakfast clubs, or art or music - which are offered either free of charge of for small nominal charges, provision is patchy and little is known about take up of these facilities.  

Local authorities must monitor the availability – and take up - of (a) ‘free’ childcare provision (provided by the social services, Sure Start, and schools – for example breakfast clubs and after-school clubs) and (b) of ‘affordable’ childcare provision (extended schools, and 8am to 6pm and holiday provision and support provided by schools, the private and voluntary sector) which are financed via (WTC). 

Additional funding (over and above the annual £125 million ‘transitional funding’ currently allocated) will be required to enable local authorities to ensure that the most disadvantaged children benefit from the mixture of pre-school, early education and childcare and provisions available to children. It is important that the provision of ‘affordable’ before and after school activities do not sap – or ghettoise – high quality, free provision – such as breakfast clubs.  

6.2.1  5 – 11 year olds

From 2010 – all parents of children aged 5 to 11 will be offered ‘affordable school-based childcare on weekdays between the hours of 8am and 6 pm all year round. By 2010 it is also anticipated that all secondary schools will be open on weekdays between 8 am and 6 pm all year round ‘offering a range of activities such as music and sport. By 2008 at least one third of schools will be making this offer, either themselves of in partnership with private and voluntary sector.’ (para 5.22)  

We are concerned that the emphasis on ‘affordable’ will exclude disadvantaged children who would benefit from participating in before school, after school and holiday provision. Disadvantaged children need to engage in additional activities such as sport and music which complement the national curriculum and facilitate socialising and engaging with their peer group. Such activities are particularly beneficial for children whose parents do not have the resources to provide such activities at home, or to facilitate social interactions because of financial constraints and/or disability. 

6.2.2 Children up to age 14

The Government’s vision is that all families with children aged up to 14 will have an affordable, flexible, high quality childcare place for their child. The Strategy emphasises that ‘Parents who choose to use this childcare will be able to book the hours they need and will have to contribute towards costs.’  (para 5.20) Holiday provision will be provided across clusters of schools and ‘will provide an exciting range of things for children to do, including sport, arts, music and cultural activities as well as opportunities for rest, play and socialising with peer group.’ (para 5.24)

All children should be able to access additional provision provided via the educational system, irrespective of their parent’s work status or ability to pay. It does not seem appropriate that the poorest and most disadvantaged children may be excluded from additional provision which will enhance their childhood experiences and improve long-term opportunities, simply because their parents are not in work, and they do not qualify for WTC. 

6.2.3 Young people 

The forthcoming Youth Green Paper will set out proposals for broadening the range of activities and places to go suitable for all teenagers.’

We welcome the inclusion of teenagers in the Strategy, whose needs have sometimes been neglected by the emphasis on early years provision. Teenagers need to be supported – both financially and with additional facilities. Britain has a high number of children leaving school aged 16 with no qualifications at all, resulting in high levels of unemployment and poverty. Additional resources are needed to redress a situation that is both costly and wasteful, and may enable Britain catch up with other countries that have adopted a more enlightened approach to childcare for many years and have higher employment rates. 

We are concerned that the Childcare Strategy does not specifically address the childcare needs of teenage parents, or of children who leave school at 16. Ensuring that these vulnerable groups are supported both financially and can engage in social and educational provision is essential. 

It is imperative that the financial needs of teenage parents be addressed. Benefits for teenage parents should not be lower than for adults. (Levels of income support for this group are woefully inadequate.) Furthermore, models of support for teenage mothers need to recognise that strategies are needed which will make them confident about accessing formal childcare provision. Services need to be designed that welcome teenager parents, who often feel stigmatised and ‘judged’ by professionals. Access to school-based provision might enable teenage parents to continue the education. 
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