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1. Executive summary

Introduction

1.1
The Government’s ten year strategy for childcare set out ambitious plans for giving all children the best start in life and for enabling parents to take greater control over the choices they make in balancing work and family life.  
1.2
In preparation for establishing the proposed legal framework for early years and childcare, the Department for Education and Skills carried out a consultation exercise, which invited views on the legislative proposals to deliver the ten year strategy for childcare.  The Childcare Bill Consultation document was published in July 2005 and the consultation period ended on 7 October 2005.  

1.3
There were 354 responses to the consultation.  Respondents included local authorities, national organisations, providers in the voluntary or community sector, private providers and parents.  
1.4
In addition, the Sure Start Group held a number of consultation events across the country.  This allowed us to discuss some of the issues in more depth.  The Group also commissioned a specific consultation with parents.  
Our proposals
1.5
The consultation document set out plans for legislation which:

· places early years services and childcare provision on a secure long-term footing, and
· reforms the regulation and inspection regimes for childcare and early years provision

1.6
In particular, we consulted on plans for:  

· defining sufficiency in terms of ensuring availability of childcare to enable parents to work, with a particular focus on lower-income families and families with disabled children
· measures which place children’s centres on a secure long-term footing whilst retaining flexibility necessary for effective implementation

· replacing the existing complex and fragmented system for early years with a new single quality framework for all providers for children from birth to the point when they start Key Stage 1 

· putting in place a framework for regulating provision for school-age which safeguards children, promotes quality and involves a proportionate level of regulation
· requiring the compulsory registration of childminders who care for children up to the age of eight

What you told us

1.7
Most respondents agreed with the aim of ensuring the availability of sufficient places to enable parents to work and for there to be a particular focus on lower-income families and families with disabled children.  They also agreed that the measures proposed are an effective way to secure the long-term future of children’s centres.  In doing so, some raised issues about the importance of retaining diversity of provision and the need to retain focus on quality and the needs of the child.  
1.8
Many who responded to the formal consultation did not feel the proposals on regulation and inspection were sufficient to safeguard children or deliver quality.  In particular, they felt that registration should be compulsory for all providers of childcare up to the age of 14 – there was a feeling that providers would not apply voluntarily.  In contrast, those who attended consultation events where there was more face-to-face discussion were more positive about the proposals.  There was an acceptance that the proposals represented an improvement on current arrangements.  There was also general support for the new quality framework for birth to the point children start of key stage 1.  
What we plan to do
1.9
The DfES is grateful to all those who responded to the consultation exercise, and to those who have contributed ideas and views at the consultation events.  We have received invaluable feedback which has informed the development of the legislation and helped us ensure our proposals are workable and result in the best outcomes for children and parents without posing significant burdens on local authorities or providers.  
1.10
We are confident that the proposals that will form the Childcare Bill will achieve this.  To promote choice and diversity, we will ensure that the legislation reinforces the need for local authorities to work actively with local voluntary and private sector providers of childcare and early childhood services.  To safeguard children and drive up quality, Ministers have decided to make it compulsory for private and voluntary sector settings that provide for children from the beginning of Key Stage 1 to the age of eight to register on the Ofsted Childcare Register.  In practice, this will mean that all providers which partner with schools and self-standing providers will have to register with Ofsted.  

What happens next?
1.11
Legislation is being prepared and is due to be introduced in this Parliamentary session. 

1.12
The DfES is currently working with stakeholders and key partners to develop aspects of the guidance and further inform our plans.  We are committed to consulting and involving stakeholders in the development of our plans and there will be further opportunities to comment and feed in ideas as we progress.  This will include formal public consultation on all regulations and guidance due to issue under the Bill.

2. Background to the consultation
A ten year strategy

2.1
Choice for parents, the best start for children:  a ten year strategy for childcare was published in December 2004 and set out the Government’s vision for ensuring that 

· every child gets the best start in life

· all parents – especially mothers – can take up opportunities for work (including training for employment) 

· families are better able to take control over the choices they make in balancing work and family life

2.2
This ten year strategy set out clearly the action the Government proposed to take in order to achieve its vision, including the introduction of legislation where appropriate.  The action included goals to extend the period of paid parental leave; measures to improve the quality, affordability and availability of childcare; reform of the regulation and inspection of childcare and early years provision; easy access for every family to integrated services by establishing 3,500 children’s centres by 2010, one in every community; and for school-age children the commitment to provide childcare and other enriching activities on school sites from 8am to 6pm by 2010.
2.3
Work is being taken forward to implement these measures.  The Extended Schools Prospectus was published in June 2005.  Planning guidance for the next phase of children’s centres was issued to local authorities in July 2005.  The Work and Families Bill currently before Parliament aims to create a modern framework of employment rights and responsibilities for employers and employees.  
2.4
To take forward implementation of the commitments on early years provision and childcare, the Department for Education and Skills has been developing appropriate legislative proposals.  These formed the basis for consultation. 
Aim and purpose of the consultation on early years and childcare legislation

2.5
The aim of the consultation document was to outline and explain the Government’s proposals on how it planned to implement the commitments on early years and childcare set out in the ten year strategy.  As such, it was concerned with an overarching legal framework.  It was not concerned with the detail of particular elements within this framework (for example, the quality framework), because these will be developed separately and be subject to their own consultations.  The legislative proposals we have put forward allow some of the detailed work to be developed separately as part of regulations and statutory guidance.  

The consultation process

2.6
The Department for Education and Skills published a consultation document in July inviting comments on proposals for legislation to take forward the childcare and early years elements of the ten year strategy.  Copies were sent to all chief executives of the 150 top-tier local authorities and to over 100 organisations and stakeholders.  Electronic copies were also made available on the DfES website at www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations.  
2.7
In addition, the DfES held a number of consultation events across the country with local authorities, national organisations and providers to discuss some of the issues face-to-face and in more detail.  We also carried out a separate consultation exercise for.  Annex A lists the main findings from the parents’ focus groups.  
2.8
The consultation period closed on 7 October.  

2.9
We are extremely grateful to all those who took the time and trouble to respond to the proposals in the consultation document.  We received 354 responses.  Around 40% of the responses (140) were from local authorities.  46 of the responses were from national organisations, 29 from providers in the voluntary or community sector and 21 from private providers.  Parents accounted for around 6% of the total – 21.  
2.10
Section 3 of this report summarises the main points from the responses.  
3. Responses
Securing sufficient childcare 

Question 1.  Does the primary aim of ensuring the availability of childcare to enable parents to work, along with a particular focus on lower-income families and those with disabled children, form an appropriate basis for defining scope and judging sufficiency?

3.1 
There were 314 responses to this question.  Overall, the majority of respondents (54%) strongly agreed or agreed with the primary aim of ensuring the availability of childcare to enable parents to work, with a particular focus on both lower-income families and families with disabled children.  Alongside this, many respondents pointed out that meeting this aim should not detract from paying appropriate attention to the needs of the child with regard to the quality of provision.  Some also suggested that the proposals should recognise that some parents will choose to remain at home to look after their children even though suitable childcare is available.  Respondents also said that additional funding would be required to support this, especially for children with special needs or disabilities.  
3.2
The Government recognises that parents should have a genuine choice in balancing work and family life – this is one of the fundamental aims of ten year childcare strategy.  Proposals to achieve this are being taken forward on many fronts.  

3.3
The Department of Trade and Industry recently consulted on how the employment measures proposed in the ten year strategy should be delivered.  A Bill has now been introduced in Parliament to achieve this.  The proposals set out in the Childcare Bill consultation document sit alongside this.  The duty to secure sufficient places is a particular response to feedback from parents that a significant barrier to returning to work is the availability of good quality, affordable childcare.  This concern features in every survey of parents and was again raised in the specific survey carried out on the proposals for legislation.  This is why our proposals focus on securing sufficient places to enable parents to take up work – or indeed to take up training in order to enhance their employability.  We have been doing further work on how the duty will be formulated and are confident that it will help parents but, at the same time, not place unsustainable burdens on local authorities.  
3.4
The quality of provision for the child is fundamental.  The ten year strategy makes clear the case for, and the Government’s commitment to, securing high quality provision.  While this aspect of the legislation focuses on parents’ needs, other elements – the proposed duty on local authorities to improve the well-being of children up to five and the proposals on regulation and inspection (see paragraphs 3.26-3.39) – are designed to safeguard children and promote quality.  We are confident that taken together, the proposals create a suitable framework for ensuring that the places that are created and maintained will be of high quality.  

3.5
Resources are made available to local authorities through the General Sure Start Grant to fund the development of a sustainable childcare market. This funding has been made available to local authorities in a far more flexible fashion since 2005-6, in line with the ten year strategy which encouraged local authorities to refocus their efforts away from place creation and towards sustaining their existing provision. This has seen turnover rates in the sector, as a proportion of stock, falling dramatically and shows that local authorities are already making substantial progress on this front.

3.6
We therefore plan to develop the duty on local authorities to secure sufficient childcare places for working parents along the lines suggested in the consultation.   

Assessing and addressing sufficiency

Question 2.  Apart from the issues set out in paragraphs 20 -26 [of the consultation document], are there other significant issues that should be included in the guidance for local authorities?

3.7
There were 139 responses to this question.   The consultation responses endorsed the issues that should be included in statutory guidance to support local authorities to assess and plan sufficient provision – although many said that that guidance would need to be clear and unambiguous.  
3.8
As hoped, they also identified a number of additional issues.  These include how to address provision of unsociable hours and rural areas, how to target parents not already using childcare, how to take a pro-active approach to supporting children with disabilities and guidance on planning permission that might be required to ensure appropriate provision.  
3.9
We have already begun to work with stakeholders to ensure that statutory guidance takes account of the best existing practice and includes models and examples.  We will also feed in the ideas received from this consultation.   
Meeting parents’ needs

Question 3.  What are the issues that need to be addressed to provide parents with an accessible complaints mechanism?  
3.10
There were 205 responses to this question.  Most respondents said that any mechanism needed to be clear, transparent and easy to understand for parents, and accessible to all.  Some suggested this could be accessible through the Children’s Information Service.  

3.11
Other issues raised included the need to support parents in judging the quality of services and making them aware of their right to complain if they were not satisfied.  Parents should also be kept informed of progress with considering the complaint, what the outcome was and what (if any) action would be taken as a result.  Alongside this, respondents said that parents often would not complain for fear that their child might be penalised by the setting or may lose his or her place.  The system would need to address this.  
3.12
Some respondents highlighted the needs for a clear definition of “sufficient” and an outline of what constitutes a valid complaint.  
3.13
In taking this forward, we will be drawing up guidance for local authorities on handling complaints that reflect the importance of parents having clear channels for seeking information and assistance, and for making complaints and seeking redress.  
Securing early childhood provision
Question 4.  Is this an effective way of placing children’s centres on a secure long-term footing, while retaining the flexibility necessary for effective implementation and avoiding creating new burdens? 
3.14
There were 286 responses to this question.  The majority of respondents (55%) agreed that the proposals represented an effective way of placing children’s centres on a secure long-term footing.  
3.15
Key additional comments centred on funding, partnership working and raising the age range.  

3.16
Respondents said that adequate funding would be required to achieve this.  Some said that some existing children’s centres are subsidised by local authorities and were concerned about sustainability over the longer term.  Many respondents also said that the funding should continue to be ring-fenced.  However, it is important to remember that at present children’s centre funding is not separately ring-fenced within the General Sure Start Grant.
3.17
Some respondents made the point that in order to place children’s centres on a firm footing local authorities would need to work with private and voluntary sector providers and use their experience and skills more effectively.  This will support diversity of provision as well.  
3.18
A small number of respondents expressed the desire for children’s centres to be accessible for all children and established in all areas of the country – not just in areas of disadvantage.  This is what the Government wants, which is why it has already made the commitment in the ten year strategy to make children’s centres services available in every community by 2010 through 3,500 children’s centres.  The proposed legislation will be designed to enable this to happen with local authorities determining with their Children’s Trust partners the location of the children’s centres within their area.  

3.19
Similarly, the development of extended schools and the commitment to provide childcare and other enriching activities for children on school sites from 8am to 6pm by 2010 will enable older children to access similar benefits.  Where, for example, a children’s centre is integrated with a primary school, provision can be available to children from birth to eleven years of age.

3.20
We propose to develop the legislation to secure integrated early childhood provision as outlined in the consultation document.  
Promoting diversity of provision
Question 5.  Will the proposals for these new duties on local authorities enable the existing wealth and diversity of providers to flourish and develop?

3.21
There were 290 responses to this question.  Almost half those who responded to this question disagreed that the proposals for the new duties on local authorities would encourage diversity of provision.  The main area of concern was the ability of private and voluntary sector childcare providers to compete with children’s centres.  Respondents felt that if existing providers were forced to close, choice for parents would be reduced.  Linked to this, some said that schools were not always willing to work in partnership with other providers.  Much of this concern reflects the current situation and status quo. It does not reflect the situation that we expect as a result of the proposed legislation.  

3.22
A key driver in this process is parents’ (and their children’s) needs.  These will reflect personal circumstances and tastes and are likely to change over time.  As local authorities assess needs and demands alongside existing levels of provision, it is clear that providers in the private and the voluntary sector will have a major role to play.  They may of course have to adapt their provision to meet better what parents want.  
3.23
We will ensure that the legislation reinforces the need for local authorities to work actively with local voluntary and private sector providers of childcare and early childhood services.  First we propose to place a responsibility on authorities to work with parents and existing providers in their area when designing and delivering their integrated early childhood services.  Second, we propose to require that when local authorities are considering how to secure sufficient childcare for their area, they will have to establish whether there is another provider who is willing to provide childcare and whether, in the circumstances, it is appropriate for the local authority to do so itself.  If there is an appropriate alternative provider, then the local authority should not create a new local authority childcare setting, or expand its existing provision without a demonstrable reason.  In practice, the nature of the need and the criteria by which a local authority will judge what is appropriate would be clearly set out for potential providers. 

3.24
In addition, as schools work towards the core offer of extended services as set out in Extended Schools:  access to  opportunities and services for all – a prospectus and the proposals in the White Paper Higher Standards, Better Schools for All, they will increasingly need to work with a range of partners.  
3.25
Diversity of provision is an important and valued aspect of early childhood services, particularly childcare.  We are satisfied that the proposals will enable a diversity of provision to flourish.  
Framework for early years

Question 6.  Does the approach to registration outlined in paragraphs 64 and 65 [of the consultation document] strike the right balance and capitalise appropriately on other inspection regimes?

3.26
There were 298 responses to this question.  The majority of responses (54%) disagreed that the approach would strike a right balance.  Respondents tended to link the proposals for early years with the proposals for school-age children and their concerns centred on issues of safety and quality.  Many claimed that providers for all children up the age of 14 should be registered and inspected.  Similarly, small number was opposed to the exemption of registration for crèches.  A fifth of the respondents suggested Ofsted inspectors would need appropriate training to carry out the inspections and judge quality of childcare in early years settings as will as early education.  A similar number said that all providers should be inspected under the same criteria.  In contrast, the feedback received when these proposals were discussed at the consultation events was positive.  
3.27
The Government recognises the concerns but feels they are misplaced.  It is confident that the proposed measures include sufficient safeguards and address the issues raised.  This consultation was primarily concerned with views on the proposed overarching legal framework for the early years.  The detail of the quality framework which it underpins is still to be consulted on in 2006.  However, by bringing together Birth to Three Matters, Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage and the National Standards it is intended that the new framework will raise quality.  It will require providers to meet minimum standards that are at least equivalent to those required under the current arrangements. 
3.28
Under the Government’s proposals all providers for children from birth to the start of Key Stage 1 will be expected to meet the same standards and will be inspected against the same criteria.  Non-school providers for children below Key Stage 1 in the private and voluntary sector will have to register with Ofsted. Maintained and independent schools will have to register any provision for children under the age of three.  Ofsted will inspect all registered provision at least once every three years.  Schools will not be required to register their provision for children aged 3 and over. This provision will be inspected at least once every three years as part of the whole school inspection. This inspection will be against the same standards as registered provision.  
3.29
Crèches offer a different type of service to many other childcare providers, caring for children only for short periods of time while their parents are engaged in activities such as sport or shopping.  It would not be appropriate to expect them to plan and deliver a varied programme of outcome focused activities as will be required by the new early years quality framework.  However, providing they meet the registration criteria, crèches will be eligible to join the Ofsted Childcare Register (see paragraphs 3.31-3.39 below).   

3.30
We propose to reform the early years (regulation and inspection) framework as outlined in the consultation document. 

Framework for school-age children 

Question 7.
Do the proposed criteria for entry to the Ofsted Childcare Register do enough to deliver quality provision and cover the minimum standards needed to ensure safe and reliable childcare provision? 
Question 8.  Will the benefits of the proposed Ofsted Childcare Register encourage providers to apply?
3.31
There were 308 and 283 responses to each of these questions respectively.  

3.32
The majority (75%) who responded to the first question disagreed that the proposed criteria did enough to deliver quality  and cover minimum standards; a small majority (47%) felt that there were sufficient benefits to encourage providers to apply to the Ofsted Childcare Register.  
3.33
Again, the main concerns here were about safety and quality.  Many felt that providers for all children should be required to register and not doing so would be at odds with the Every Child Matters agenda.  They felt that there were no explicit references to quality in the criteria.  

3.34
Some thought that the proposals would allow anyone to set up unregistered provision and evade inspection.  A small percentage (9%) said that providers that did register would need to be regularly monitored and spot checks were not enough.  As a result, many felt that the voluntary nature of the Ofsted Childcare Register would mean that many providers would choose not to register, and that this would impact more on the poorest families.    

3.35
The proposal to introduce the Ofsted Childcare Register would provide a mechanism to extend the age range of provision which can register with Ofsted and do so in a streamlined process with a proportionate level of bureaucracy involved.  The Government does not believe this proposal will lead to a reduction in either the quality of the provision or the level of protection for the child.  It is confident that appropriate incentives and checks are being built into the system.  

3.36
As part of the on-going thinking, Ministers have decided that it will be compulsory for private and voluntary sector settings that provide for children from the beginning of Key Stage 1 to the age of 8 to register on the Ofsted Childcare Register.  In practice, that will mean all providers that currently have to register with Ofsted will continue to do so.
3.37
In addition, there will be other levers for providers to register.  More and more parents who are eligible for childcare tax credits are beginning to access them.  Parents will need to use approved providers to access their tax credits – that means providers need to register on the OCR.  Information from local authorities and CIS about childcare provision in the area will distinguish which providers are on the OCR (and therefore eligible for tax credits).  As part of their service, local authorities and Children’s Information Services should also advise parents about quality of provision and what is best for their children.  Schools will work increasingly with partners to deliver their extended schools core offer, particularly childcare from 8am to 6pm around the school day and during holidays.  Schools will receive guidance to work with providers that are registered.  

3.38
In order to be registered on the OCR, providers will need to demonstrate a minimum level of standards that can reassure parents about the quality of provision.  The consultation document outlined the criteria providers will have to meet to be accepted.  Respondents felt these were an absolute minimum and asked about the role of the National Standards.  Many also suggested that general references to “suitable childcare qualification(s)” and “limits on staff:child ratios” needed to be made more specific. 

3.39
The Government is committed to consulting on the content of the OCR before it is launched.  There will be further opportunity to influence the joining criteria at this stage.  The development of the new quality framework for early years and the OCR will replace the existing National Standards for Day Care and Childminding.  Ofsted will continue to be the regulator of early years and childcare and will register and inspect providers as set out above.  It is likely there will be regulations that cover the registration and inspection regime as now and, where appropriate, these will be subject to public consultation. 

3.40
We are confident that the proposals to set up the Ofsted Childcare Register will safeguard children and provide high quality provision.  The move to make it compulsory for private and voluntary sector settings that provide for children from the beginning of Key Stage 1 to the age of eight to register on the OCR will ensure that providers that currently must register will continue to have to do so.  The proposals for the OCR represent a significant advance on current arrangements and will provide parents with the means to identify safe childcare provision.  
Question 9.  Should the required ratios be flexible depending on age and setting, and what ratios would be appropriate? 
3.41
There were 271 responses to this question.  Respondents were fairly evenly divided between those that agreed that ratios should be flexible and those that disagreed.  
3.42
While some felt that ratios should not be flexible, others recognised that a flexible approach might be appropriate in some circumstances – for example, for settings which care for disabled children or for day trips or sports events.  Respondents said that if settings were allowed to alter ratios according to individual needs, they should have to demonstrate reasons why.  

3.43
17% of the respondents felt that the current ratios were adequate and should be maintained to ensure safety, and 11% said that if the ratios were changed all should still have to adhere to minimum ratio standards to safeguard children’s well-being.  

3.44
We will take into account the comments and ideas received when we come to developing the content of regulations.  There will be further opportunities to comment as part of this process.  
Arrangements for childminders

Question 10.  Is it appropriate to continue to require registration of childminders for children up to age eight? 
3.45
There were 293 responses to this question and there was overwhelming agreement or this proposal – 86% strongly agreed or agreed.  As part of this, respondents tended to repeat the call for provision for all ages to be registered.  
3.46
We propose that childminders will continue to need to register under the new system for provision from birth up to the age of eight, and will be judged against the OCR standards.   

Role of quality assurance schemes

Question 11.  Does continued financial support for the IiC scheme represent the most effective means of driving up quality?
Question 12.  What would be of most help to parents in choosing good quality settings? 
3.47
There were 308 responses to question 11 and 258 responses to question 12.

3.48
The majority of respondents (54%) felt that the Investors in Children scheme was very worthwhile and an excellent way of driving up quality in childcare settings and it was an incentive they needed to improve their standards.  Many went on to say that being part of a quality assurance scheme allowed them to self-evaluate their provision and work towards continuing improvement in their settings.  They felt that quality assurance schemes were needed because they gave parents confidence in the setting’s ability to look after their children. 
3.49
However some respondents (12%) felt that investment in quality assurance schemes was not the only way to drive up quality and that there was a proven link between quality and training.  They believed that continuous training would help to improve the quality of care to children and that investment in training would be very beneficial.
3.50
There were concerns that IiC needed more public awareness and that in the past it had not been given the commitment and marketing needed to prove its true value.  They said that for it to be truly effective the award needed to be recognised and understood by parents and promoted to them so they would see it as an indicator of quality in childcare settings.  In contrast, a small number of respondents felt that too many quality assurance schemes had been endorsed under IiC and that the current plethora of IiC endorsed schemes was confusing and had led to inconsistent standards in terms of the contents and processes of individual schemes.  Some respondents also felt many quality assurance schemes perceived attaining the IiC badge as an end point rather than being part of an improvement process.  
3.51
One response, from a network of quality assurance scheme providers, indicated that a sector-led IiC scheme could, with DfES support, address many of the perceived deficiencies of the current endorsement arrangements.  

3.52
In terms of what would help parents to choose a good quality setting, respondents felt there was a need for more explicit information for parents about what constitutes quality and what the benefits are.  There should be a clear measure of quality improvement and assurance that is comparable between sectors and setting.  It was felt that IiC could help parents in choosing quality childcare by enabling them to identify those settings who had undertaken quality assurance without complicating them with the multitude of schemes that exist.  

3.53
Other views included the importance for parents and children to visit providers so that they could see what was on offer – although this would require providers to be both flexible and accommodating.  Respondents also said that having qualified staff in a setting would also be an incentive for parents to place their children there.  
3.54
We will use the consultation responses to inform our decisions on the future of IiC as well as on future developments of the quality framework.  

Resources

Question 13.  What factors should determine the balance between costs and subsidies?
Question 14.  Where childcare providers need help with fees, how should a subsidy be administered? 

3.55
There were 159 responses to question 13 and 154 responses to question 14.  

3.56
Four key factors emerged on the first question.  41% felt the size of organisation should be the determining factor; 33% wanted all CRB checks to be free; 27% thought subsidies should be distributed equally; and 26% considered that areas of deprivation should be considered.

3.57
Respondents also proposed alternative factors to determine the balance between costs and subsidies:  staff qualifications, staff pay, types of provision, employment status of providers and whether the setting cared for disabled children.  There were some concerns that we should take account of providers in areas of deprivation, poor employment and health.  It was felt that rural areas might also have problems. 

3.58
In terms of administering subsidies, 29% of respondents suggested that subsidies should be administered through local authorities as they can ensure local needs are met and would have a degree of control over settings in their area.  A smaller percentage (16%) wanted the subsidy paid direct to providers and a similar percentage (15%) felt there must be a level playing field and that subsidies should be available for all provision including childminders. 
3.59
Childminding was also mentioned by respondents who felt that start up grants for childminders should be available to anyone considering a childminding career and possibly even extended as a form of subsidy to experienced childminders.  On the other hand, some respondents also felt that fees are a heavy burden on providers and it would be sensible to reduce or remove them altogether rather than separately administer a subsidy.  

3.60
These were helpful comments and will help us develop more specific proposals for changing fees and subsidies in both the short and longer term.  We plan to consult on these in 2006.  
4. Next steps
Legislation

The legislation is being prepared and is due to be introduced in this Parliamentary session. 

If the Bill receives Royal Assent, the new duties on local authorities are expected to come into force in early 2008, although in preparation for the new dutty to secure sufficient childcare local authorities are likely to be required to carry out an assessment of the need for childcare during 2007.  The reforms of the regulation and inspection of childcare are also expected to come into force early in 2008. 

Statutory guidance

Guidance and regulations pertaining to the new duties on local authorities will be prepared and be the subject of consultation with stakeholders.  The Department will continue to consult with key partners in developing this guidance.  The aim is to publish guidance and regulations in early 2007.  

Role of stakeholders

The Department has involved key stakeholders throughout the drafting of the provisions proposed in the Bill and has consulted fully on proposals in a range of ways.  We will continue to involve stakeholders as we move towards implementing proposals and will consult as fully and as widely as possible, including formal public consultation on most regulations and guidance.

Annex A - Summary of responses to parents’ focus groups

Responses from parents to the proposals

As part of the consultation the Department contracted with a market research agency to discuss with parents their responses to the proposals for legislation. 
The study was designed to:
· Understand parental attitudes to the proposals within these areas

· Understand the concerns and benefits associated with these proposals and any issues that they raise

· Explore whether the proposals address the issues that parents have

· Explore the anticipated impact of these proposals on parents and their ability to work

These issues were explored in small informal focus group sessions. The sample was drawn to be representative of a broad range of socio-economic, cultural and ethnic backgrounds. Typically the parents involved combined a mixture of:
· Those living in urban, metropolitan and rural authorities 

· Those with very young children (in nurseries, with childminders or at home) those at primary school and those in the first few years of secondary school. 
· Those at home, wishing to return to work, working part and full time. 

Generally the response was positive with parents seeing the proposals as enabling them to make a real choice about how to balance their working and family lives. 

Securing sufficient childcare

Reactions were broadly positive as it was felt to be focused on finding out what people really need and want. It was also perceived as being personal and deigned to help at the individual level.


“I think it is quite a sensible thing to be aiming for” Male, C2DE

There was a positive response to the idea of local authorities being responsible for overseeing childcare. The role of local authorities in overseeing and shaping the childcare market felt new and different. 

The review process that local authorities would have to provide was considered a good idea, although there was some scepticism regarding how reliable some local authorities may be. Parents felt a need to be reassured that local authorities would be compelled to carry out the review to the best of their abilities and there should be consequences if they don’t achieve an acceptable result. 

The focus on those that wish to work was felt to be fair by most, provided people would not be made to feel as though they were being forced back to work. The focus on those that qualify for working tax credits was more mixed, however, particularly amongst the C2DEs. 

These proposals were considered to go some way in addressing the initial concerns parents expressed surrounding the availability, cost and flexibility of childcare. Typically some parents talked about working around their partner’s hours and relying on family and friends to keep the costs of childcare down:


“It all depends on what job comes up and how much it pays. You have 
to offset childcare costs and see if its worth it.” Female, C2DE

Others saw spending money on childcare as an investment in the future and allowing them to return to work:


“I would also want to do a job for my own independence” Female, BC1 

Securing early childhood provision

Reactions to this area were overwhelmingly positive. The idea of a children’s centre as a “one stop shop” where parents can find all the information and services they need was particularly well received. A central location providing access was seen as a useful way of making life easier for parents. The local focus was considered important to ensure that the services were specific to their area and needs. Some respondents talked about where these services already existed and this reinforced support for making this universal:


“This is what is needed… a physical place that you can go and access 
all the help and services available” Male C2DE

A clear positive was the notion that the place would provide a consistency of support. The provision of health services was well received. The idea of providing links to services to help parents return to work was also well liked. Some said mothers can lack confidence or have trouble returning to work and this would particularly helpful. 

Providing information to parents

A comprehensive source of information in one place was seen as a good thing, particularly if it would provide all the information parents need, in a clear manner and that was regularly updated. The idea of new venues for information was felt to be particularly helpful. Although there was some general awareness about lists provided by the Council / Social Service regarding childcare, most had not seen anything displayed. This policy therefore felt significantly more concrete and comprehensive than existing information. Parents had the feeling that information should be accessible to them: 

“Information at places like the GP and libraries.” Female, Rural, BC1

Parents felt that ideally, information would be provided through a variety of information sources such as telephone services, face to face, leaflets, the internet. with a sense that different media should be used to fulfil different roles for example, leaflets to provide basic information and telephone / face to face to help with personal advice and queries. Most expressed a strong desire to see this service widely publicised to ensure that people are aware of what could be available and ensure that people don’t miss out.

Regulation and Inspection 

- Early Years 

As with the previous policies discussed, reactions for this policy were also positive.  This proposal was felt to provide consistency across different childcare settings and following the same framework for all children was perceived to mean that all children would be given the same opportunities and would start school at about the same stage.  This was believed to be a significant positive.

It was also felt to provide confidence that children would be stimulated within the different childcare environments available. Many felt that this policy was primarily about improving standards of childminders and that it was generally aimed at working with childminders to be more in line with nurseries and pre-schools, which were seen as already conforming to a framework of care and education:

“The childminder should help them [children]…and work to the level of the child and to act on the basis of what they think is right for the kid…rather than be forced to do things… it should be enjoyable learning” Male, C2DE

- School Age

Reactions here were more mixed, however. The development of an Ofsted Childcare Register was felt to provide reassurance to parents that their child / teenager will be safe. The idea that parents will be able to check elements themselves was seen as a positive. There were some concerns about the voluntary nature of registering. Most assumed that parents would only really want to use facilities that were registered, which led to an assumption that those not registered would be poorer quality or have something to hide. The use of tax credits in registered facilities was also felt to be a good incentive:


“I personally think it should be compulsory … although I suppose 8 
years and upwards they have a mind of their own…they tell you more 
so you don’t feel like you are leaving them as a small child” Female, 
Urban, BC1

“Why would I send my kid to someone who can’t be bothered to register…If that’s your attitude…anyone that says no is wrong…it should be voluntary, because then you know” Male, C2DE

Overall impact on parents 

The perceived impact of the proposals on parents tended to be both practical and emotional.  The barriers to returning to work or that restricted people’s choices regarding work varied from practical and pragmatic (such as not having enough child care options nearby or wanting to stay on the career ladder) reasons to some very emotional issues (such as lacking confidence to return to work or not wanting to be away from children for too long).

Financial concerns and worries were balanced against family traditions, aspirations, hopes and ambitions as well as maternal and paternal emotions. These factors combined with an overall sense of uncertainty among parents about what is best for the child and what is best for the parent. It was felt that the proposals will work at their best if there is an overarching theme relating to what is best for children and parents that would allow people to feel reassured and well informed.

There was little discernable difference in the overall response to the proposals between the different groups. However, there were some interesting points to note:

Mother/father – both were equally focused and demanding. However, fathers tended to be more involved with childcare of school age children. They showed less interest in the development of children’s centres. 

Urban/rural - the key divide here was in terms of transport and access to facilities. The rural families felt that the transport problems were more acute, as they probably were. In addition their ability to get information, and their belief in the availability of choice of options was limited. 

Socio economic background - the issues and the concerns they faced were broadly identical. The BC1 mothers might have had more involvement with work in the past, but the problems they faced with continuing in work having had children were as substantial in their eyes as for the C2DE women.

Black and minority ethnic – the sample included BME respondents, both male and female (though there were no Asian Muslims included). There were no differences in the issues and the concerns voiced by the white and the BME respondents (who were mixed in the groups).

Single parent families – the single parent families undoubtedly had a more difficult time with childcare: they were highly motivated to earn and to have some adult contact. They were most likely to welcome the new provisions as their needs for resource and information were probably the most acute of any respondents.

