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Summary
The Department for Education (the Department) has made significant progress towards 
ensuring all three and four-year-olds benefit from 15 hours of free early education and 
childcare (childcare), with 94% of three-year-olds and 99% of four-year-olds taking up a 
funded place in 2015. However, take-up of free childcare for disadvantaged two-year-olds 
is significantly lower, with only 58% taking up a place in 2015. In addition, it is not clear 
how the Department’s free childcare offer interacts with other government interventions 
to support families with the costs of childcare, and to support disadvantaged families. 
Parents remain confused about the free entitlement and how to access free childcare; half 
of parents with children under four are not sure what help they could get with childcare 
costs. The quality of the information provided by local authorities’ family information 
services to parents varies significantly, and only 30% of parents are even aware of this 
service. There is a risk that not enough providers will be willing to provide the additional 
15 hours of free childcare that the Department will offer working families from September 
2017. The Department has the opportunity to test this in pilots commencing in September 
this year, but it will have little time to evaluate the results and implement any lessons 
learned before it rolls out the new entitlement.
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Introduction
In September 2010, the Department introduced an entitlement to 15 hours of free childcare 
per week for all three- and four-year-olds in England. As well as providing childcare the 
free entitlement is also expected to provide early education and developmental benefits 
for the child. In 2013, the Department extended the offer of free childcare to include two-
year-olds from disadvantaged families. Free childcare can be taken in playgroups, pre-
schools, nursery schools, nursery classes in primary schools, in children’s centres or with 
childminders. The Department oversees the delivery of childcare. It gives funding to local 
authorities and sets the overall policy for free childcare. In 2015–16, the Department gave 
£2.7 billion to local authorities, with 1.5 million children taking up a free childcare place.

Local authorities are responsible for ensuring sufficient places for the funded hours and 
allocating money to providers. They are legally required to provide information to help 
parents find an appropriate place for their child, and should also give support and training 
to providers to ensure childcare in their area is high quality. There are approximately 
105,000 childcare providers in England. Parents choose which provider and how many 
hours to use. Providers can choose whether to offer free childcare, but must register with 
Ofsted, which inspects childcare settings to ensure they deliver good-quality education 
and care. The Department plans to double the number of hours’ free childcare that 
working families with three- and four-year-olds are entitled to from 15 to 30 hours per 
week from September 2017. The additional hours are to support parents to work, or to work 
more hours, and are not expected to have an additional impact on children’s educational 
outcomes. The Department plans to pilot the new entitlement from September 2016.
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Conclusions and recommendations
1. There may not be enough providers willing to provide the additional 15 hours 

of free childcare being introduced in 2017. Private and voluntary providers report 
that the amount they currently get paid for providing free childcare is not enough to 
cover their costs and they therefore rely on charging parents for additional hours or 
other sources of income to meet them. There is a risk that providers, who can choose 
whether or not to offer parents “free” childcare, will choose not to offer the new 
entitlement of a further 15 hours because doing so would reduce their opportunity 
to charge parents for hours outside of the entitlement. Maintained settings (typically 
nursery classes and nurseries run by schools) tend to operate fixed morning or 
afternoon session and are less likely to offer additional hours for which parents can 
be charged. This may limit their ability to offer the new entitlement to children 
and would disproportionately affect disadvantaged children as these settings are 
more likely to operate in disadvantaged areas. Childminders provide a very small 
proportion of the funded hours but often give parents more flexibility and stability 
for their children. The Department has the opportunity to test providers’ capacity 
in its pilots commencing in September this year, but has very little time to evaluate 
the results before it rolls out the new entitlement in September 2017.

Recommendation: Given the real risk that there will not be enough places, the 
Department should use the pilots to test providers’ capacity to meet the expected 
demand for the new entitlement for more free hours and assess how feasible it 
is for providers to operate with the new funding rates. The Department should 
set out to the Committee how it plans to evaluate the pilots and implement any 
changes required before the full rollout in September 2017.

2. The Department has no mechanisms for identifying whether local authorities 
are managing their childcare markets effectively or to intervene if needed. The 
Department gives funding for free childcare to local authorities based on the number 
of eligible children of each age group in their area. Local authorities use their own 
formulae to allocate this funding to providers, and can retain some funding in order 
to provide central services. Local authorities vary in the amount they choose to 
fund providers, from £2.28 to £7.15 per hour for three and-four year-olds, and in 
the percentage of funding they retain, from 0% to 34%. These variations persist 
even when comparing areas that have statistically similar children’s services. The 
Department does not know how local authorities use the centrally retained funding 
or what they do to manage their childcare markets to ensure there are enough places 
to meet demand. While there is no evidence that providers are exiting the market 
in great numbers, the Department has no mechanism to intervene with local 
authorities quickly should this change as a result of the new entitlement adversely 
affecting providers’ financial sustainability.

Recommendation: The Department should set out how it will oversee local 
authorities’ role in ensuring that there are sufficient places for childcare and 
intervene where local authorities are not managing the childcare market in their 
area effectively.
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3. Parents report that some providers offer the free entitlement to childcare only 
on condition that parents also pay for additional hours. Gingerbread told us that 
it regularly received calls from parents whose childcare providers put conditions 
on the free childcare entitlement, such as requiring parents to pay for additional 
hours. The Department accepted that this is a problem and told us that it should 
not happen. It is also contrary to the Department’s statutory guidance for local 
authorities which states that they should “ensure that if providers charge for any 
goods or services, this is not a condition of children accessing their place”.1

Recommendation: The Department should:

• identify and report back to the Committee on the scale of this problem.

• write to all local authorities to remind them of their statutory duty to ensure 
that if providers charge for any goods or services, this is not a condition of 
children accessing their free childcare place.

4. There are unacceptable variations in the amount of information available to 
parents about access to free childcare. Local authorities are required to provide a 
Family Information Service for parents that gives details about childcare providers 
that offer the free entitlement and how they can claim it. But the quality of the 
information that local authorities provides varies between authorities, and presently 
only 30% of parents are even aware of the service. Parents are unsure what their rights 
to free childcare are or who to complain to when needed. When the Department 
introduces the new entitlement with different eligibility criteria, this confusion is 
likely to increase.

Recommendation: The Department should write to all local authorities to remind 
them of their duty to provide sufficient accessible information to parents on their 
entitlement to free childcare, and to clarify the complaints procedure for parents.

5. The Department does not have robust plans to make sure there are enough 
qualified early years staff so that providers can continue to offer high quality 
childcare. The childcare sector has become increasingly professional with an increase 
in graduate-level recruits, which has had a positive impact on quality. Providers 
are now reporting that they are struggling to recruit high-quality staff, and there 
has been a decline in applicants to graduate-level qualifications. The Department 
introduced a new early years initial teacher training programme in September 2013, 
which recruited 97% of its target in its first year, but dropped to 41% in its second 
year. Providers are also concerned about the impact of the national living wage on 
their staff costs when the Department has set funding rates until 2019–20, based on 
costs in 2014–15. The Department does not have a workforce plan for the early years 
sector.

Recommendation: By September 2016, the Department should report to the 
Committee on how it will make sure there are enough people with the right skills 
to work in the childcare and early years sector.

1 Department for Education, Early education and childcare: Statutory guidance for local authorities, September 2014 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/351592/early_education_and_childcare_statutory_guidance_2014.pdf
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6. The Department lacks sufficient data to measure the impact of free childcare. 
The Department’s most recent evaluations of the effectiveness of early education 
and childcare are based on the academic outcomes of children who started early 
education in 1997. It has invested in some new longitudinal research into the impact 
of early education on two-year-olds, which will publish in 2022, but it has no routine 
data to assess the impact of its investment in the early years. The Department is not 
able to track children to assess how effective the different settings that offer the free 
entitlement are at educating and supporting the development of children. The new 
entitlement aims to help parents get back to work, or to work more hours, but the 
Department has not set out how it will measure success. The Department told us it 
is working with Frontier Economics, an economic consultancy company, to develop 
a framework for measuring the impact of the new entitlement.

Recommendation: The Department should report back to the Committee by 
September 2016 on how it will measure the value for money of the current and 
new entitlement to free early education and childcare. It should consider tracking 
children from pre-school childcare onwards.
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1 Delivering free childcare
1. On the basis of a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, we took evidence 
from the Department for Education (the Department) on early education and childcare.2 
We also took evidence from Neil Leitch, Chief Executive of the Pre-School Learning 
Alliance, a provider of childcare and membership organisation, Zoe Raven, Chief Executive 
of Acorn Childcare, which runs ten nurseries in Milton Keynes and Northamptonshire, 
and Dalia Ben-Galim, Director of Policy at Gingerbread, a charity that supports, advises 
and campaigns with single parents.

2. The Department funds 15 hours of free childcare per week for all three- and four-
year-olds and for two-year-olds from disadvantaged families. Its aims are to support 
children’s physical and mental development, ensure children are ready for school and help 
parents manage their childcare costs and working patterns.3

3. In 2015–16, the Department gave £2.7 billion to local authorities, which use locally 
determined funding formulae to distribute funding to providers of childcare using hourly 
rates. Providers can be nurseries, pre-schools, childminders and nursery classes in schools; 
they can be profit-making, charities, or be run by local authorities. Providers can choose 
whether to offer the funded hours of childcare to parents, and parents choose whether and 
where to take up the hours they are entitled to.4

4. In 2015, the Department outlined plans to increase the offer of free childcare to 30 
hours per week for working parents of three- and four-year-olds. Families will be eligible 
if they meet the income criteria set by the Department, and this will apply to around 
390,000 children. The Department estimates that the 30 hours of childcare are worth 
around £5,000 per year per child.5

Successful delivery of 15 hours free childcare

5. High-quality childcare is good for children and their parents, and the Department 
has done well to increase parents’ take-up of free childcare and oversee a sector in which 
quality has been rising. Take-up of free childcare for all three- and four-year-olds is almost 
universal, with 94% of three-year-olds and 99% of four-year-olds using at least some of 
the 15 hours they are entitled to. In 2010, the Department increased the number of hours 
parents were entitled to from 121/2 to 15 per week, and more children now use 13 hours a 
week or more; 86% of three-year-olds and 96% of four-year-olds, compared to around 60% 
of children before the increase.6

6. The number of childcare settings rated ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted has increased 
from 68% in 2010 to 85% in 2015. In September 2014, the Department made Ofsted the 
“sole arbiter of quality”, to make sure local authorities were not also inspecting providers. 
We heard from Acorn Childcare and the Pre-School Learning Alliance that they were 
very pleased with that change, and it had reduced the burden on them.7

2 C&AG’s Report, Entitlement to free early education and childcare, Session 2015–16, HC 853, 2 March 2016
3 C&AG’s Report, paras 1-2
4 C&AG’s Report, paras 1, 3, 13
5 C&AG’s Report, paras 5, 21
6 Q 1; C&AG’s Report, paras 7, 1.9, 1.10
7 Qq 48–49; 77, C&AG’s Report 1.18

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
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Risks to the new entitlement

7. We asked the Department what lessons it had learned from the success of the current 
entitlement to free childcare as it plans the implementation of the new entitlement to an 
additional 15 hours of free childcare a week. The Department told us it had reviewed the 
speed at which the number of parents taking-up free childcare had increased as the current 
policies were rolled out, and the impact that had had on the wider childcare market. The 
Department noted it was concerned about the information available for parents and had 
“tightened up the law on what local authorities have to do around information, including 
for the first time requiring that it will be online” and that there were some specific issues 
around communications with particular parts of the community.8

8. The high take-up rate of the existing entitlement to 15 hours a week indicates that 
enough providers are currently choosing to offer the funded hours to parents of this age 
group.9 However, the Pre-School Learning Alliance and Acorn Childcare both told us 
that the rates of funding they received for providing the free entitlement to childcare 
were too low and that as a result, providers relied on a cross-subsidy from parents paying 
for additional hours of childcare beyond the free entitlement to make ends meet.10 This 
view was supported by Gingerbread, who told us it regularly received calls from anxious 
parents whose childcare providers put conditions on the “free” hours. For example, 
“My provider will only let me access the hours if I take another eight or nine hours”. 
When this happens, parents are unsure what their rights are or who to complain to.11 
The Department estimates 42% of three- and four-year-olds will be eligible to the new 
entitlement to 30 hours of childcare when it is introduced. This will significantly reduce 
providers’ opportunities for cross-subsidation, and could lead to them choosing not to 
offer or to limit access to free childcare.12

9. The Department accepted that providers attaching conditions to the free childcare 
entitlement requiring parents to pay for additional hours was a problem and told us that 
it was not supposed to happen. It is also contrary to the Department’s statutory guidance 
for local authorities which states that they should “ensure that if providers charge for any 
goods or services, this is not a condition of children accessing their place”.13

10. Acorn Childcare told us it offered childcare on school sites which offer the 15 hours 
of free childcare in morning and afternoon sessions where the introduction of the new 30 
hour entitlement could halve the number of children they could take.14 Many maintained 
school-based settings and local authority nursery schools are less likely to offer more 
than the funded hours, so are also likely to have to make the choice between offering 
fewer children 30 hours or more children 15 hours.15 These settings tend to operate in 
more disadvantaged areas; 63% of children from the most disadvantaged areas are in 
maintained settings compared to 17% from the least disadvantaged areas.16

8 Qq 60–61
9 Qq 96–97; C&AG’s Report, paras 7, 1.10 
10 Qq 10–11, 17–18
11 Qq 25–26
12 Q 98; C&AG’s Report, paras 21, 3.7
13 Q97, Department for Education, Early education and childcare: Statutory guidance for local authorities, September 

2014
14 Q 21
15 NAHT, An early years place for all: NAHT survey on extending childcare provision in schools, September 2015
16 Q 24; C&AG’s Report, figure 14

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/351592/early_education_and_childcare_statutory_guidance_2014.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
http://www.naht.org.uk/_resources/assets/attachment/full/0/47298.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
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11. We asked the Department if it would be offering capital funding to help providers 
expand or encourage new providers to offer free childcare. The Department told us 
that it had a capital budget of £50 million to create an estimated 45,000 new places. The 
Department also told us that it expected private businesses to raise their own capital, 
taking on the borrowing risk themselves.17 One potential way of expanding provision 
without capital investment is by increasing the number of childminders that offer the 
funded hours, but childminders have been reducing in number and currently only around 
2% of three-year-olds take-up a funded place with them. The Department agreed that 
childminders could be particularly important, and told us that it was working to increase 
the number of childminders who deliver free childcare places.18

12. The Department allocates revenue funding to local authorities using a set amount 
per child, on a basis which the Department told us is, “… a result of history, rather than 
maths.”19 Local authorities then distribute the funding to providers of childcare using 
their own local formulae. They also choose how much funding to retain to fund the 
support services they deliver to parents and providers.20 The proportion of funding that 
local authorities retain varies between authorities, and while most retain up to 10%, 13 out 
of 152 planned to retain over 20% in 2015–16, up to a maximum of 34%. The Department 
told us that central spend could be used to communicate with difficult communities, or to 
support providers with children with special educational needs. But the Department does 
not actually monitor how local authorities are using centrally retained funds, and whether 
it uses them effectively.21

13. The combination of national and local funding formulae has led to wide variation 
in the average amount per hour local authorities give to providers, from Harrow funding 
an average £2.28 per hour for three- and four-year olds, to Westminster funding £7.15 
per hour.22 This variation is unexplained, and even when local authorities are compared 
with their statistical neighbours, variation in average funding rates persists.23 Acorn 
Childcare, which operates in Milton Keynes and Northamptonshire, told us that the two 
local authorities fund its settings at different rates, pay against different timescales and 
interpret Departmental guidance differently.24

14. The Department told us it was reviewing the funding formula for early years, 
including retention of funding by local authorities for central services. But while it would 
simplify funding and address the variation in rates, it was not a “silver bullet” and there 
would be winners and losers.25 As the Department develops its new formula, providers face 
financial uncertainty.26 We asked the Department about how regularly local authorities 
pay providers, and whether they can cause cashflow problems. The Department told us it 
was consulting on improving contracts with providers to encourage local authorities to 
pay providers promptly, and that it was looking into producing a model contract.27

17 Qq 99–101; C&AG’s Report, paras 21, 3.7–3.8
18 Qq 95, 115–116; C&AG’s Report, figure 14
19 Qq 89–91; C&AG’s Report, paras 13, 2.3
20 C&AG’s Report, paras 2.3, 2.9
21 Qq 88–89; C&AG’s Report, paras 14, 2.12
22 C&AG’s Report, para 2.10
23 Q 50; C&AG’s Report, figure 8
24 Qq 19, 50–53, 80
25 Qq 90–91
26 Qq 109–111
27 Qq 102–104, 114

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Entitlement-to-free-early-education-and-childcare.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.pdf
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15. Local authorities are responsible for managing their local childcare markets and 
making sure there are enough places for parents to use the free childcare offer. The 
Department told us that some local authorities were better than others at fulfilling their 
role, and that rising take-up at a national level masked variation between authorities.28 
Local authorities have tended to focus on the quality of provision in their areas, rather 
than encouraging new providers into the market. While there has been movement in 
and out of the childcare market, the overall composition of provider types has remained 
broadly the same, indicating that it has remained quite stable.29

16. We asked the Department what assurance it has that local authorities are effective 
at managing their markets. The Department told us it relied on data such as take-up 
rates, Ofsted ratings, the number of providers and average funding rates to monitor local 
childcare markets. It does not know how well local authorities understand demand for 
and the supply of free childcare. The Department told us that when it identified an issue 
on take-up or quality, it tended to use informal interventions to address them, such as 
conversations with the relevant authority. The Department noted that “we have never 
used our formal intervention powers in local government on an early years issue as we 
have in children’s services…”30 and has thus not intervened formally in a local authority 
childcare market.31 Currently there is no sign that providers are withdrawing from the 
childcare market in significant numbers. But the Department admitted that it does not 
have a strategy in place should this position change to intervene in local authorities with 
insufficient free childcare places.32

17. The Department is planning to pilot the new entitlement to extra childcare and its 
impact on the current childcare market. The pilots will start in September 2016 with full 
implementation planned for September 2017. The Department told us it had started early 
work on the pilots already, but could not confirm if or when it would be publishing the 
results.33

28 Qq 79–80
29 C&AG’s Report, para 17, 2.23, 2.24, figure 12
30 Q80
31 Qq 77–83, 93, 96
32 Qq 47, 94, 101, 140–143
33 Qq 144–149, 173
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2 Information and support for parents
18. Despite a high level of take-up of the Government’s offer of free childcare, parents 
remain confused about what they are entitled to receive. As well as offering 15 hours free 
childcare a week for all three- and four-year-olds, it offers 15 hours a week for two-year-
olds from disadvantaged families, and will introduce an additional 15 hours a week for 
three-and four-year-olds from working families from 2017. The Government also supports 
parents with childcare costs through Universal Credit and tax-free Childcare.34

19. We asked Gingerbread about the impact on parents of the number of government 
programmes for childcare with different eligibility rules. Gingerbread told us, “These are 
the kinds of calls we get consistently and regularly on the helpline - parents not being aware 
of what they are eligible for and how they access it”. A survey of parents with children 
aged three and under conducted by the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission 
in October 2015 found that only 53% of parents were either very or reasonably clear about 
what support might be available to help with childcare costs.35

20. We asked the Department what it was doing to integrate the government programmes 
and how it would make it easier for parents to understand what help they can get with 
childcare. The Department told us it was working with HM Revenue and Customs and the 
Department for Work and Pensions as part of a joint taskforce of ministers and officials 
reviewing childcare. As part of the review the departments have joined up the eligibility 
criteria for tax-free childcare and the new entitlement for working parents, so parents 
apply once online for both.36 The Department also told us it was working with childcare.
co.uk to communicate more widely to parents about the different offers. In response to 
our concern that parents who cannot access online services would not be able to use either 
of these sources, the Department said that it would look at how it communicates with 
parents when it pilots the new entitlement.37

21. A potentially valuable source of information for all parents is their local family 
information service, which local authorities run under their duty to provide information, 
assistance and advice to parents about childcare in their area.38 However, Gingerbread 
told us that when it directs parents to their local family information service, the services 
parents receive, “vary enormously”.39 According to the Department’s survey of parents, 
only 30% were aware of their family information service, and half of parents felt that 
there was not enough information available about childcare. Most of the parents in the 
Department’s survey that had used their family information service reported that they 
had found it useful.40 The Department told us that it had strengthened the requirement for 
local authorities to publish information as part of the Childcare Act 2016 but recognised 
that there was a problem with parents accessing information which it would consider as 
part of the roll-out of the new entitlement to a further 15 hours of free childcare.41

34 Qq 20, 119–120, ‘Departments for Education’s settlement at the Spending Review 2015’, Department for Education 
press release, 25 November 2015

35 Qq 20–26, Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, Parents’ experiences of services and information in the 
early years, March 2016

36 Qq 62–65, 74–76
37 Qq 66–70
38 C&AG’s Report, para 2.22
39 Q 20
40 Qq 84–86 
41 Qq 85–87
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22. Another problem parents can face when choosing the childcare best suited to them 
and their children is flexibility around using the free entitlement. Gingerbread told us 
that parents struggle to get the flexibility they need to work around their working hours, 
for example, with providers only allowing them to take the free hours in afternoon 
sessions.42 Parents who work in shifts, or who start work early or late could be limited by 
providers’ conditions and patterns of childcare when they try to take-up the 30 hours. The 
Department told us that flexibility was particularly important for the 30 hour offer, which 
is aimed more towards helping parents to work. It was therefore consulting on making 
free childcare more flexible, including how to involve more childminders.43

42 Qq 20–22
43 Qq 114–126
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3 Measuring quality and outcomes of 
free childcare

Workforce

23. Research shows that better qualified staff provide higher quality childcare and better 
outcomes for children.44 The levels of qualifications held by staff working in the early 
years have been increasing. Nearly all paid staff in childcare providers in England held at 
least a level 3 qualification by 2013, and 49% of private and voluntary settings employed a 
qualified teacher, early years teacher or early years professional in 2015, compared to 38% 
in 2011.45

24. However, both Acorn Childcare and the Pre-School Learning Alliance told us that 
recruiting staff had become a big issue in the sector in recent years, with fewer people 
entering level 3 and graduate-level courses.46 In September 2013, the Department 
introduced a new early years initial teacher training programme, delivered by the National 
College of Teaching and Leadership (NCTL). In the first year of the programme, NCTL 
recruited 97% of its target of 2,400 trainees, but this dropped to 41% in the second year.47

25. The national living wage came into force from 1 April 2016, and requires employers 
to pay staff over the age of 25 a minimum hourly rate of £7.20, up from £6.70.48 We asked 
our preliminary panel about the likely impact of the national living wage on their ability 
to provide the free childcare entitlement. The Pre-School Learning Alliance told us that 
staffing was 70% of their costs. It said it operated with low pay in order to break even, 
particularly since it mainly operated in areas of disadvantage. The Pre-School Learning 
Alliance also told us that in order to maintain pay differentials providers would have to 
increase rates for other staff as well as those currently on the minumum wage, so they 
anticipated a significant financial impact.49

26. Acorn Childcare said it already aimed to pay a UK living wage, so it would be less 
impacted by the national living wage. However, it also told us that it was struggling to 
recruit graduates and that the pay increase would not be enough to encourage graduates 
into the sector.50 The national living wage is set to increase year on year, until it is at 60% 
of median earnings by 2020, whereas the new funding rates set by the Department which 
commence in 2017–18 and are set until 2019–20, were based on costs as at 2014–15.51

27. With staff costs rising and a shortage of highly qualified staff coming into the sector, 
there is a risk that providers will start employing fewer qualified staff, impacting on 
quality. The Department told us that it did not yet have an early years workforce strategy, 
but it planned to publish one later this year. It also told us that it would review the impact 
of the funding rates on providers when it pilots the new entitlement.52

44 C&AG’s Report, para 1.19
45 C&AG’s Report, paras 1.19–1.20
46 Qq 15–16
47 Q 101; C&AG’s Report, para 1.21
48 HM Government, The national living wage: a step up for Britain
49 Qq 3–9
50 Qq 6, 8-9, 39–40
51 Department for Business Innovation and Skills, National living wage policy paper, 01 April 2016, C&AG’s Report, 

paras 16, 2.18; Department for Education, Review of childcare costs: the analytical report, 25 November 2015
52 Qq 98-101
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Measuring impact

28. Over the past two decades the Department has spent some £8.3 million on academic 
research on the impact of early education and childcare on children’s developmental and 
educational outcomes. The children sampled for the research started attending childcare 
settings at age three, in 1997. It has now decided to invest a further £5.6 million on 
long-term research to understand the impact of early education on two-year-olds. The 
Department told us that the first set of data from this research will be released soon, and 
the first findings will be published in 2022.53

29. The Department published national results from the Early Years Foundation Stage 
Profile assessments up until last year. These were teacher assessed indicators of how well 
children were developing by age five, and were generally undertaken in children’s first 
year of primary school. The assessments are no longer compulsory as of September this 
year. The Department piloted new baseline assessments in primary schools, but schools 
were able to choose from different assessment packages and found that they were not 
comparable. As a result, there will be no national dataset to assess how well children are 
developing from next year.54

30. The Department told us it was possible to match data it holds from the different census 
returns it receives from childcare providers and schools, to track children’s achievement, 
but these would not provide immediate feedback of issues in specific settings.55 We asked 
if primary schools would be likely to talk to Ofsted if they had concerns over children 
coming from particular childcare providers, and if Ofsted would use baseline assessments 
to risk-assess which providers it inspects, the Department confirmed that it expects both 
things to happen.56

31. We asked the Department what the value of the new entitlement is for working 
parents, and how it would measure that value. The Department told us it was complicated, 
given that its long-term evaluations of the current entitlements to free childcare focus on 
educational impact, and the focus of new entitlement was the cost of living for parents. The 
Department told us that it was working with an economic consultancy company, Frontier 
Economics, which has published a feasibility study, to develop its evaluation work.57

53 Qq 132–134, 160, C&AG’s Report, paras 11, 1.25
54 Qq 27–29, 132–134, C&AG’s Report, paras 10, 1.24
55 Qq 134–137
56 Qq 138–139
57 Qq 156–159
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Formal Minutes
Wednesday 8 June 2016

Members present:

Meg Hillier, in the Chair

Mr Richard Bacon
Deidre Brock
Chris Evans
Caroline Flint
Kevin Foster

Mr Stewart Jackson
Nigel Mills
David Mowat
Stephen Phillips
Mrs Anne-Marie Trevelyan

Draft Report (Entitlement to free early years education and childcare), proposed by the 
Chair, brought up and read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.

Paragraphs 1 to 31 read and agreed to.

Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.

Summary agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Fourth Report of the Committee to the House.

Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the 
provisions of Standing Order No. 134.

[Adjourned till Monday 13 June 2016 at 3.30 pm
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Witnesses
The following witnesses gave evidence. Transcripts can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website.

Wednesday 20 April 2016 Question number

Dalia Ben-Galim, Director of Policy, Gingerbread, Neil Leitch, Chief Executive, 
Pre-School Learning Alliance, and Zoe Raven, Chief Executive, Acorn Childcare Q1–57

Chris Wormald, Permanent Secretary, Department for Education, and Helen 
Stephenson, Director of Early Years, Child Poverty and Strategy, Department 
for Education Q58–173

Published written evidence
The following written evidence was received and can be viewed on the inquiry publications 
page of the Committee’s website.

EYE numbers are generated by the evidence processing system and so may not be complete.

1 Department for Education (EYE0010)

2 Early Education (EYE0007)

3 Gingerbread (EYE0009)

4 IAPS (EYE0002)

5 Independent Schools Council (EYE0005)

6 National Day Nurseries Association (EYE0004)

7 Pre-school Learning Alliance (EYE0003)

8 Pre-school Learning Alliance (EYE0011)

9 Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY) (EYE0001)

10 Save the Children (EYE0008)

11 St Paul’s Preschool (EYE0006)

http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/free-entitlement-early-years-education-15-16/publications/?utm_source=224pdfreport&utm_medium=paraphrase&utm_campaign=pacoralev
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/free-entitlement-early-years-education-15-16/publications/?utm_source=224pdfreport&utm_medium=paraphrase&utm_campaign=pacoralev
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.html?utm_source=224pdfreport&utm_medium=qnumbers&utm_campaign=pacoralev
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/oral/32162.html?utm_source=224pdfreport&utm_medium=qnumbers&utm_campaign=pacoralev
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/free-entitlement-early-years-education-15-16/publications/?utm_source=224pdfreport&utm_medium=paraphrase&utm_campaign=pacoralev
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/free-entitlement-early-years-education-15-16/publications/?utm_source=224pdfreport&utm_medium=paraphrase&utm_campaign=pacoralev
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/written/33676.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/32055.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/32420.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/31712.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/31783.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/31775.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/31744.html
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/public-accounts-committee/free-entitlement-to-early-years-education/written/34136.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/31690.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/32331.html
http://data.parliament.uk/WrittenEvidence/CommitteeEvidence.svc/EvidenceDocument/Public%20Accounts/Free%20entitlement%20to%20early%20years%20education/written/31888.html


18  Entitlement to free early years education and childcare 

List of Reports from the Committee 
during the current session
All publications from the Committee are available on the publications page of the 
Committee’s website.

Session 2016–17

First Report Efficiency in the criminal justice system HC 72 

Second Report Personal budgets in social care HC 74

Third Report Training new teachers HC 73

http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/publications/


Oral evidence: Free entitlement to early years education and childcare, HC 912 1

Public Accounts Committee

Oral evidence: Free entitlement to early years education and 
childcare, HC 912

Wednesday 20 April 2016
Ordered by the House of Commons to be published on 20 April 2016

Watch the meeting: http://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/31603b94-31ac-40f3-b969-
c3ce1657d6e1 

Members present: Meg Hillier (Chair), Mr Richard Bacon, Caroline Flint, Mr Stewart Jackson, Nigel 
Mills, David Mowat, Stephen Phillips, John Pugh, Karin Smyth

Sir Amyas Morse, Comptroller and Auditor General, National Audit Office, Adrian Jenner, Director of 
Parliamentary Relations, National Audit Office, Andy Fisher, Audit Manager, National Audit Office, 
and Marius Gallaher, Alternate Treasury Officer of Accounts, were in attendance. 

Witnesses: Dalia Ben-Galim, Director of Policy, Gingerbread, Neil Leitch, Chief Executive, Pre-School 
Learning Alliance, and Zoe Raven, Chief Executive, Acorn Childcare, gave evidence.

Q1 Chair: Good afternoon and welcome to the Public Accounts Committee on this Wednesday 20 
April 2016. We are here today to look at free entitlement to early years education, on the back of a 
National Audit Office Report that has evaluated the Government’s previous work on this, and also to 
look ahead at what is coming. We all know that high-quality childcare and early years education are 
good for children and their parents; we acknowledge that the Department for Education has done 
well, increasing take-up of the free entitlement and overseeing a sector in which quality is rising—I 
have certainly seen that in my constituency—but we know there are challenges ahead. Our pre-
panel is here to discuss some of them.

The expansion of free entitlements is going ahead, with pilots this September. We are 
hoping to hear today from both panels, particularly from the Department, how those pilots will test 
providers’ capacity to meet demand for the extension; how feasible it is for providers to operate 
with the new funding rates—we have some good witnesses on that in our first panel; how 
disadvantaged children will be able to take it up; and whether the benefit is being spread evenly 
across all groups.

Our first panel is made up of, from my left, Dalia Ben-Galim, who is the Director of Policy at 
Gingerbread; I will get you each to explain your organisations to us all in a moment, just to be clear. 
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Then we have Zoe Raven, who is the Chief Executive of Acorn Childcare—welcome, Zoe—and Neil 
Leitch, the Chief Executive of the Pre-school Learning Alliance. Welcome, Neil.

I am going to ask you all first to explain who you are, but before I do that, we have a Twitter 
hashtag for anyone watching—that’s “earlyyears”—and can I also record the Committee’s thanks to 
the Mumsnet forum, which was very helpful in providing comments on this issue? Although this 
session is not well attended, I hope some of them will be tuning in online. Starting with Dalia, can I 
ask you to briefly introduce yourselves and your organisations so we have a flavour of where you are 
coming from? 

Dalia Ben-Galim: Hi. Thanks so much for inviting me. My name is Dalia Ben-Galim and I am 
Director of Policy at a charity called Gingerbread. Gingerbread is a national charity that supports 
single-parent families. We do that in a variety of ways through policy and campaigning work, and we 
also have a national helpline for single parents and offer employability services.

Zoe Raven: I am Zoe Raven. I have been running children’s day nurseries for 26 years. We 
are a not-for-profit organisation and we have a variety of nurseries in socially disadvantaged areas as 
well as more affluent catchment areas, so we have quite a cross-section. I do out-of-school clubs and 
training as well.

Q2 Chair: Can I check which countries of the UK you operate in?

Zoe Raven: We are only in Milton Keynes and Northamptonshire.

Neil Leitch: Neil Leitch, Chief Executive of the Pre-school Learning Alliance. We operate in 
England. We are a membership organisation with around 14,000 members, predominantly groups, 
and a real mixture in terms of private and voluntary sector providers. We are also the third largest 
provider in terms of childcare in the UK, with about 120 settings, exclusively operating in areas of 
deprivation, so we see it first hand as well as representing the views of members.

Chair: So you all have useful things to tell us. Stephen Phillips is going to ask the first 
question.

Q3 Stephen Phillips: There is really just one question that I want to ask you, and it is this. 
What has the impact been, and what do you think it will be going forward, of the introduction of the 
national living wage on your ability and the ability of providers to provide early years childcare, and 
what are the dangers that you see in that? Perhaps we will start with Ms Ben-Galim.

Dalia Ben-Galim: Well, we’re not a provider. I think the difficulty will be in terms of whether 
or not prices go up for parents. That is what single parents are telling us all the time. Most single 
parents at the moment are spending about half their take-home pay on childcare costs, so I guess 
the concern is whether there is a risk that prices will go up because costs increase for providers.

Q4 Stephen Phillips: Can I just stop you there? I’ll come to the other two. Do you think that, 
as a result of that, take-up will also fall?
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Dalia Ben-Galim: Yes. As we all know, the cost of childcare is so high that lots of parents are 
being locked out of work as it is, so parents will have a decision to make in terms of whether it stacks 
up for them to be in work and use provision or not. It will be different around the free entitlement, I 
would imagine, but Zoe and Neil are probably in a better place to answer that in terms of the impact 
on cost for parents.

Q5 Stephen Phillips: Ms Raven, as a provider?

Zoe Raven: It has not had a major impact on us, because we have an aspiration to pay the 
UK living wage, so we are working towards that. The big problem is that there is a huge pressure on 
salaries because there is a massive recruitment problem across the sector, and the living wage is 
going to add to that because of the differentials between qualified and unqualified staff. I know it 
has had a bigger impact on other providers and, generally speaking, salaries are going up and up 
each year.

Q6 Stephen Phillips: In terms of the shortage of staff, do you think that the escalation in 
pay, for want of a better phrase, will actually encourage more people to come into the profession?

Zoe Raven: To be honest, it needs to escalate a lot more if we are to have graduates. We 
want graduates in the settings. We want a highly qualified professional workforce, and the only—

Q7 Stephen Phillips: Why do they need to have degrees?

Zoe Raven: I didn’t say they need to have degrees. We want more highly qualified people. 
When we had the Graduate Leader funding and the Home Grown Graduate Incentive, I saw some 
really good practitioners become really excellent practitioners because they had funding to do early 
years foundation degrees. It is a huge shame that that was cut off, often midway through a 
foundation degree. We have picked up the cost of finishing those foundation degrees for 
practitioners. It has had an impact on quality. Quality has risen because of the growth in 
qualifications among the workforce. I believe it is a more professional workforce than it was 20 years 
ago—much more—but now the rug has been pulled from under our feet. There is no funding for 
higher qualifications. The declaration that all nurseries were going to have a graduate leader has all 
gone, even though there are recommendations that that should come back, but there is no funding 
for it.

Q8 Stephen Phillips: Mr Leitch, to go back my original question, what effect has the national 
living wage had on your providing early years care in deprived environments? Has it been 
significant?

Neil Leitch: As an operator, for example, about 70% of our costs relate to people.

Q9 Stephen Phillips: That is 70% of the operating costs of the businesses relate to salary?
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Neil Leitch: Staff costs. I am not exactly proud of this, but we, as an organisation, pay at the 
bottom end. It is obvious if you move from a level of here to here in terms of the national living 
wage that it has a significant impact, because we are at a break-even position.

It is also interesting when you look at the Department for Education’s own research, which 
shows at best 50% of providers operate either at break-even or a loss. You have to assume that they 
are on the borderline, so any impact will not just be directly for those who are on minimum wage. As 
Zoe alluded to, the point is that it reflects further down the line, so you have to pay everybody else, 
otherwise you do not maintain those differentials. I think it has a significant impact.

Q10 Stephen Phillips: Do you think that, particularly in deprived areas, providers are going 
to disappear as a result of staff costs rising so they simply cannot economically provide the care 
anymore?

Neil Leitch: This is interesting. We released some research today based on providers telling 
us whether they would stay within the system in terms of operating 30 hours or come outside. The 
bias is more towards those providers operating in areas of deprivation, where they struggle: they 
struggle to get higher grades from Ofsted and they struggle economically. If you look at the grades of 
good and outstanding, you will see a link between the rates of funding that those providers get as 
opposed to the average rates. I think it is difficult to deny that providers in areas of deprivation will 
suffer harder. They have more and more cases to deal with involving children with special needs, or 
children in care or on the at-risk register and so on, so there is more of a workload. We have to 
attend more and more meetings outside the conventional environment. There is no funding to pay 
for that and no consideration in terms of average rates.

Q11 Stephen Phillips: Is it self-evident that the unit amount paid by DfE as a result of free 
childcare has to rise over the course of the next few years?

Neil Leitch: It is not sufficient. I would suggest that we as an organisation are the only people 
who have based the funding figure on evidence. If you look at the DfE’s review, I am very conscious 
that they say that it was a comprehensive, expansive review, but when you dig down, they had 2,000 
responses from the sector. They constantly say that they listen to the sector but if you delve into the 
report, they expressly say, “We couldn’t make head or tail of that information, so we have 
effectively ignored it and chosen to rely on data in terms of cost given in May 2012 and 2013.”

By the time we roll this programme out, the funding will be five years out of date. It is 
already out of date and we know it is already insufficient, but there is nothing in the mechanism that 
we can see at this point that says, “In every year we will go back and index link it,” et cetera—there 
is nothing. Funding is the major problem.

Stephen Phillips: Thank you. The Permanent Secretary is behind you and it will come as no 
surprise to him when in due course he is asked about that.

Q12 John Pugh: If I could press you a little bit on the workforce, are the bulk of people 
currently working in this sector on a pension? Are you in any way affected by rules on auto-
enrolment? Is it an added cost for many institutions?
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Zoe Raven: Absolutely, it is an additional cost. Our organisation already had a pension 
scheme, but a lot of single providers will not have had pensions schemes, so that is an additional 
cost. The additional cost of training that we no longer have subsidised by the local authority is an 
additional cost. There are additional costs all the way along the line. The cost of providing childcare 
is going up but the funding rate has not gone up at all.

Q13 Chair: Neil Leitch, on the pensions point, is that an issue for you?

Neil Leitch: Our members tell us that it has a detrimental effect, and of course they did not 
budget for it. It is important to note that on average—I think this was included in the NAO Report—
we have not seen any increases since 2012-13. All of a sudden we have the impact of national living 
wage and the statutory pensions.

Q14 Chair: So to answer John Pugh’s question, it has an impact.

Neil Leitch: Definitely.

Chair: There is a pensions impact.

Q15 John Pugh: Going back to workforce statistics, I believe that in general the workforce in 
this sector has not grown significantly; it may even have reduced slightly in recent years. If that is the 
case, do you anticipate the increased demand you’re going to get being met by increasing the hours 
of existing staff or by finding a set of new people not currently in the sector?

Zoe Raven: May I answer that? I don’t know where they are going to come from because 
entry into childcare courses has plummeted. Some of the providers of early years teacher status 
courses have had to cancel courses; there is not the take-up, because they don’t get qualified 
teacher status at the end of it.

The level 3 issue is a whole separate issue. It is not directly related to funding but the fact 
that there is not an acceptance of functional skills means that there are less people going into level 3 
courses—which is the standard; it used to be the NNEB and is now level 3 of various sorts—so there 
are less people coming out at the other end. We are all fighting over a shrinking workforce.

Q16 John Pugh: Would you anticipate offering longer hours to people who currently work 
part time for you? Would that be the standard model?

Zoe Raven: If they work part time, it is because they want to work part time—they may have 
family or other commitments. Recruitment is a massive problem already so it is going to get worse.

Neil Leitch: I agree entirely. We do an annual survey of our members. It is interesting that 
over probably the last ten years, funding was predominantly at the top, Ofsted used to be second 
and recruitment was nowhere on the horizon; now it is the second biggest factor of concern to the 
sector.
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Q17 John Pugh: Mr Leitch, you are a bit of a naysayer because you talk about the 
Government insisting on rolling out an underfunded and under-resourced free entitlement offer. 
You mentioned in your presentation that deprived areas were finding it more difficult than most. In 
terms of the economic model in play here, is the explanation that in better-off areas, if I can put it 
like that, there is a strong element of cross-subsidy, which enables organisations that would 
otherwise struggle to stay afloat?

Neil Leitch: It is a critical factor. I have experienced it at first hand. I would challenge 
whether there is such a thing as the free 15-hour entitlement, because the way in which most 
providers tell me they stay afloat is by utilising the cross-subsidisation from those parents who take 
additional hours. When you remove—

Q18 John Pugh: Which presumably applies less in deprived areas?

Neil Leitch: That is true, actually. There are lower hours. For example, we are part of the 
voluntary sector, and the number of hours that parents take up from the voluntary sector overall, 
according to DfE figures, is about 15.4 hours at the moment. So you can see that if you get an 
expansion to 30 hours, you have a capacity issue and a funding issue. I would suggest that for private 
providers who have been able to survive because they have been able to cross-subsidise, that 
potential is removed.

Q19 Karin Smyth: I want to pick up on what you said, Mr Leitch, about there being no 
mechanism. The role of the local authority is something that we would like to revisit in the main 
hearing, but it is the purpose or role of the local authority to steward the market and partly to be 
that mechanism. Could you say something about how you see that working currently?

Neil Leitch: We have, dare I say it, off the record conversations with senior executives at 
local authorities. They have massive sympathy for the early years sector and they would like to do 
more, but most of them tell me that they have a variety of challenges and that effectively we are no 
exception. They tell me they try to do the best that they possibly can. In 2014, they were given 
directives to pass as much as they could across to the early years sector, but that had no impact 
whatsoever. What I am saying is that, unless there is a mechanism that stipulates that X, Y, Z must 
be passed across—whether that is 95% or 100%—it is very difficult to imagine that they are going to 
say, “Okay, we’ll leave the potholes; we’ll leave the lights; we’ll pass it across to the early years 
sector.” There is no precedent or evidence to show that they will do that.

Karin Smyth: Ms Raven? Do you want to add anything?

Zoe Raven: There is a huge problem with different local authorities paying different rates. I 
know the proposal is that that is going to be standardised, but different local authorities pay in 
different ways and in different patterns: some pay half-termly, some pay in completely different 
ways. That makes life very difficult, because there is not a level playing field. A four-year-old in one 
county will get a lot more than a four-year-old in another. That makes no sense whatsoever.

Our problem with the local authority is that the early years part of it has all but disappeared, 
so we have no early years advisers any more and no funded support or training. There used to be a 
lot of support for special needs; that seems to have almost disappeared. Because local authorities 
are cut down to the bone, there is very little left of the early years workforce support, so that is 
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adding to the burden. All they really have to do now is look at the settings that are inadequate or 
require improvement; they do not have a remit to support the rest of us.

Q20 Karin Smyth: Thank you; that is very helpful. I wanted to pick up on the impact on new 
mums and people understanding the market. The Chair alluded to the helpful forum discussion on 
Mumsnet, but the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission revealed earlier this year that half 
of new mums do not know what support is available. The Government spend about £6 billion in total 
on this area through six different funding mechanisms. The commission made recommendations on 
fewer programmes, on eligibility rules and on value for money, to help parents understand how to 
utilise that funding. It would be very helpful to have your views on how this fits in to the overall 
package for parents.

Dalia Ben-Galim: These are the kinds of calls we get consistently and regularly on the 
helpline—parents not being aware of what they are eligible for and how to access it. We often refer 
them to the family information service of their local authority, but as you can probably guess, those 
services vary enormously by local authority area: some find them very helpful, others don’t. Many 
still come up against the same problem of the 15 hours being inflexible, so even if they are able to 
make contact and get the right information, they still come up against a barrier. Particularly for 
single parents, what they are entitled to doesn’t allow them to access employment. For example, 
providers may say they only have afternoon slots available, so you get three hours every afternoon, 
but if your work doesn’t allow you to do that, to buy any additional hours is too much of an 
additional burden.

The other thing we find quite a lot, particularly with single parents, is that the early years 
entitlement coupled with changes around welfare is creating a lot of confusion and anxiety, 
particularly around costs and how parents will meet the costs of childcare. That is emerging as a 
massive issue as universal credit is rolled out. With the new regulations, parents of three and four-
year-olds will be subject to new conditionality requirements. There is a lot of uncertainty and a lot of 
anxiety about how that will impact access to early years provision.

Zoe Raven: The loss of the children’s centre services is making that situation worse, in that 
parents don’t have a readily available signposting mechanism. I think it is getting harder for parents 
to find out what they are entitled to and where, because some family information services are a 
skeleton now. I fully agree with Dalia that the restrictions on free entitlement are going to get worse, 
because the only way providers can offer that free entitlement is to pick those sessions that are least 
popular—free afternoons, for example—for the 15 hours, which might not be what those children 
most need. We piloted the two-year-olds project in Milton Keynes; one of our settings had and still 
has a two-year-old sessional offering within the children’s centre. Those children were able to come 
for three hours a day, five days a week; some of those parents were then able to use those three 
hours to access training and interviews and have since moved into employment, increased their 
sessions and moved into all-day care. Getting the 15 hours is a very effective stepping stone into 
employment.

Q21 Karin Smyth: Can I explore that? I was a governor of a Sure Start children’s centre and 
we were able to flex those 15 hours for exactly that purpose. Are you saying that the move to 30 
hours decreases flexibility?
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Zoe Raven: I do not quite understand how it is going to work. We have three settings on 
school sites where the school offers 15 hours, morning and afternoon. If schools turn those two sets 
of 15 hours into one set of 30 hours, that is going to halve the number of children they can take; I am 
not sure what is going to happen to the other half. We do wraparound care for some of those 
schools for different ages, but with that you are in danger of children being passed from pillar to 
post, which isn’t in the best interest of the children.

 Q22 Karin Smyth: Mr Leitch, what are your thoughts about how parents understand the 
offer and how that impacts on the providers?

Neil Leitch: I agree with my colleagues: they don’t. In fact, the Treasury, in looking at tax-
free childcare, have some interesting statistics that they quote—it would be useful if we had those 
available—that show that the vast majority of parents have no idea what the free entitlement 
means, either in terms of when they can claim it or what the terms and conditions are et cetera. As 
for flexibility, “affordable, flexible childcare” is a lovely term, but in reality, for the free entitlement, 
it just does not work. The idea in the review, for example, that we should be tougher on ratios and 
should work to the maximum is contrary to flexibility. It means that you basically wait to take a child 
until you fill up the places, rather than take three children at two years of age, you take four children 
and wait until you get the fourth; or you don’t take six; you take eight if they happen to be three and 
four-year-olds. That’s not about flexibility.

Zoe Raven: When we did the funding model with the local authority for the setting that I 
mentioned that has sessional care for two-year-olds, it worked great on paper because you have 12 
two-year-olds at the two-year-olds funding rate, which in Milton Keynes is quite a good funding rate. 
The problem with two-year-olds is that they become three-year-olds in dribs and drabs, so when one 
and then two and then three become three-year-olds, your funding level drops, but nothing else 
drops. You still have the same number of staff, and if by the end of the academic year a significant 
number of those two-year-olds have turned three, you can’t make a member of staff redundant until 
September. It is not feasible to do that, so the numbers do not stack up.

Q23 Karin Smyth: Finally, do you agree with the Social Mobility and Child Poverty 
Commission that reduced programmes with Government co-ordination across those programmes 
would be helpful for you? Is it the variety of funding streams that causes you problems?

Zoe Raven: It is the amount of funding. If the funding rate was alright, if it was sufficient, it 
wouldn’t be a problem at all.

Neil Leitch: I think it is two areas. One is that parents need to be better informed. Potentially 
they are not better informed because, frankly, if every parent understood what their entitlement 
was we couldn’t accommodate it. Despite the fact that we have high levels of four-year-olds taking 
up the free entitlement offer, parents still do not really know that that is 15 hours’ free entitlement. 
That has probably worked in our favour—I say our; dare I say in the Government’s favour?

Q24 Karin Smyth: That is from the provider sector. Dalia, do you want to say anything?

Dalia Ben-Galim: Yes. I wanted to pick up the point about the extension to 30 hours. If you 
follow what Zoe was saying about the number of places being cut or halved in particular settings, the 
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risk that I would highlight is which kids would then miss out or have access to those 30 hours? The 
way eligibility is currently framed is that those who will be eligible will be in 16 hours of work at 
national minimum wage-level. Our concern is around single parents. If you want to increase the 
maternal employment rate, you want to be focusing on single parents and those with lower skills. By 
increasing to 30 hours and decreasing the number of available places, the risk is that you are not 
targeting the employment policy at those who need the right levels of support. I think that is a 
massive risk as the policy is rolled out.

Q25 Meg Hillier: I will bring in Caroline Flint, and I know that Richard Bacon wants to come 
in as well. This question is for the two providers, but maybe Dalia could shed light on this as well. We 
have heard, and the NAO looked into this as well, that a lot of people are only offered the 15 hours 
on the condition that they will pay for more. That is not strictly playing by the rules, although I hear 
what you are saying about the challenges as providers. Is that widespread and normal practice?

Dalia Ben-Galim: It is definitely normal practice. I have got case studies here that say, “My 
provider will only let me access the hours if I take another eight or nine hours. I can’t afford eight or 
nine hours because my ex-partner is not paying any child maintenance. I can’t make that work.” We 
have case after case of parents ringing us and saying, “I don’t know what to do. It means I can’t 
access the free entitlement. It means I can’t go to work. It means I’m going to end up at Jobcentre 
Plus and I’m going to be subject—”.You know—the cycle begins.

John Pugh: If they have 30 hours of free care, how could you possibly sell them another 
package of bought care?

Meg Hillier: We are talking about the 15 hours.

John Pugh: Sorry.

Q26 Stephen Phillips: Where do those case studies come from? Is there a preponderance of 
rural as opposed to urban, or deprived as opposed to—

Dalia Ben-Galim: From all around. We have case studies from London, from urban areas and 
rural areas. The same themes emerge time and again.

Zoe Raven: If you are a popular nursery, which are you going to take: the child with just the 
free entitlement, with a gap in the hours that you have no income for, or the chid with a parent who 
is able to pay for the full session? Private providers are only going to take what is best for them. 
They have to pay their staff and cover their overheads, so accepting funded places that do not cover 
the whole session does not make any sense for them, so they will prioritise parents who can pay for 
the full session. 

Neil Leitch: I agree with that completely; it is business logic. 

Q27 Caroline Flint: Some of the things you were saying there are very interesting. Zoe, you 
mentioned the tracking of two-year-olds and how the 15 hours are used. That is interesting, but 
there are probably not many places tracking. You are tracking that within your nurseries, but how 
much evidence have we got that there is any tracking of that anywhere else?
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Zoe Raven: Tracking in what sense?

Q28 Caroline Flint: I think you said, and forgive me if I misheard, that with those two-year-
olds who were having the 15 hours—I suggest that provision for two-year-olds is aimed more at 
development than at childcare—you have evidence that those 15 hours were being used for parents 
actually to look for work and to find work. 

Zoe Raven: We track that because we are a not-for-profit organisation and we look at our 
social impact. We are interested in the social impact of what we provide, so we have lots of case 
studies. We are only one small group, so I don’t know what is happening nationally.

Q29 Caroline Flint: Neil, how much tracking is going on into what is happening with the two-
year-olds and what impact that is having on the family?

Neil Leitch: We track them in terms of development. I think that is an incredibly valid point, 
but the reality is that we do not track whether the scheme has an impact on families earning more 
or going back into employment, et cetera. We assume that if that was the purpose of the scheme, or 
part of the purpose, the Department for Education and others would be doing that. There seems to 
be little evidence that it is effectively tracked. I have to say that there is no evidence whatsoever that 
shows it is in the best interests of a child to move from 15 hours to 30 hours. In all the rhetoric there 
is very little reference to what is best for the child.

Q30 Caroline Flint: Just for the record, the two-year-old offer, which it seems to me is rather 
more about development than about childcare, is aimed at looked-after two-year-olds, children with 
disabilities who are two and then children from disadvantaged backgrounds. However, the data we 
have got seems to suggest that the take-up of that is something like 58%. It is not as good in 
disadvantaged areas, and therefore it is not even meeting the objectives of the policy. Would you 
say that is fair?

Zoe Raven: But is that because the places aren’t available? National nursery providers will 
look for affluent areas to place their nurseries in. Nobody chooses to open a nursery in a poor area. 
The children’s centres are disappearing, not expanding, and it is in children’s centres where those 
places were available. It is not cost-effective to provide purely free entitlement.

Q31 Caroline Flint: So, unless there are parents cross-subsidising, by paying fuller rates for 
full-time childcare in a nursery, the model does not work.

Zoe Raven: It works in some settings. In our setting, where we run a site with a school and a 
children’s centre, they have facilitated that happening because the school recognises that the 
children entering the nursery class in the school will be better prepared if they have already 
attended a session of the 15 hours.

Q32 Caroline Flint: In terms of child development, do you think there could have been a 
better offer to these families than the 15 hours? For example, I think on the Mumsnet forum it was 
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suggested that actually that was what Sure Start and children’s centres were for—to involve the 
parents, as well as the children, in the early learning and development and then to help parents to 
support their children outside the children’s centres.

Neil Leitch: The Government removed the requirement for children’s centres to have 
childcare within them, which was not helpful, particularly just before we were about to launch the 
two-year-old entitlement.

To add to the point on the economics in terms of cross-subsidisation, we operate 
predominantly in areas of deprivation. We have the benefit—that is an odd thing to say—of being 
one of worst sectors being singled out by the Low Pay Commission in terms of wages. We, as an 
organisation, get the benefit of volunteers who we utilise within our settings, and we get the benefit 
of peppercorn rents and rate relief, yet we struggle to break even. I can’t imagine, from a business 
perspective, that there is a solid financial model for why anyone, other than from good will, would 
want to operate in an area of deprivation without the ability to cross-subsidise. 

Q33 Caroline Flint: The data seem to suggest that those providers in areas of deprivation—
though not exclusively—are at the poor end of inspections as well. So the very children who need 
the most are not getting the best. Would you agree with that?

Neil Leitch: I would. Sir Michael Wilshaw expressly stated that himself. He said that the 
likelihood of a provider in an area of deprivation getting a good or outstanding grade was greatly 
reduced. Other statistics show that there is an intrinsic link between the amount of funding you are 
able to generate and the area in which you operate and your Ofsted outcome.

Q34 Caroline Flint: I understand that the ratio for two-year-olds is 1:4. Is that correct?

Neil Leitch: Yes. 

Q35 Caroline Flint: It has also been suggested, given the terms of the offer for two-year-
olds, and given that we are looking at children with a number of different needs, as children but also 
in the family, that that ratio is far too low for what is expected for the support these children need. 
Would you agree with that? 

Zoe Raven: The ratio is okay in terms of caring for the children, but we have to remember 
that, if there are 12 two-year-olds, that means three members of staff at all times. That does not 
allow for additional time for meetings, multi-agency work, meetings with parents, covering sickness 
and holiday, training and all that kind of stuff. The ratio is only part of the problem, although 1:4 is 
fine for two-year-olds, particularly if the staff are well trained. The quality of the staff makes a big 
difference. 

Q36 Caroline Flint: But it might not allow for some of the other things that you might need 
to do outside of the hands-on 15 hours with those children. 

Zoe Raven: Yes.
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Q37 Caroline Flint: As a model for raising attainment and developmental goals for these 
children, would you say this is the wrong model? 

Zoe Raven: The 30 hours is the wrong model. The 15 hours is not necessarily the wrong 
model, if it is funded sufficiently.

Dalia Ben-Galim: Based on some of the evidence around early-years education, the 15 hours 
was always established as an educational policy rather than an employment policy. It was always 
about children being ready for school, and the offer for two-year-olds was conceptualised within 
that framework. If you put funding aside for a moment, the evidence shows that, based on the offer 
for three and four-year-olds, if you were to universalise the offer for two-year-olds, it would mean 
much better provision in terms of take-up rate. If it was not stigmatised in the way that it is as being 
for disadvantaged children—in the way the offer for three- and four-year-olds is not because it is 
universal—you would definitely raise take-up rates. The problem then, obviously, is that you do 
need to consider the funding and you end up with some of the concerns. 

Q38 Caroline Flint: I understand that the data show that it is still the case that children on 
free school meals are still way behind their counterparts in reading. That would suggest that there is 
still a problem with pre-school and early development provision. 

Dalia Ben-Galim: Yes, and that goes back to Zoe’s point about the quality of staff. 

Neil Leitch: There is a mix, in that there are two parts. All the evidence shows that children 
benefit from some form of care and education. The EPPE research was categorical on that, so I do 
not think there is any question about that. The other part of the question is about children who are 
deprived or disadvantaged. Is the system sufficient to cope with them, for instance, with the 1:4 
ratios? No, it is entirely not. Most providers will tell you where they are operating with two-year-olds 
who are entitled to the 15 hours, but it comes with—these are my words—an element of baggage. 
That baggage is that additional resources are required, almost one-to-one care with some children. I 
can tell you from personal experience, because I have seen it and I receive emails almost on a daily 
basis, and I am quite happy to submit them to the Committee. 

Chair: Yes, that would be very helpful.

Neil Leitch: They put the reality on what we are discussing. It will be about a parent who 
comes in with their child on Friday last while drunk out of their mind basically. Our member of staff 
has to go and talk to grandma or whoever. You tend to get that more, rightly or wrongly, in areas of 
deprivation. 

Zoe Raven: Where we were able to work with the children’s centres it gave us an 
opportunity, with those 15 hours. It was almost used as a carrot sometimes. Children’s centres 
would arrange parenting classes and support in return for the 15 hours. That did work really well and 
it is such a shame that it has gone.

Caroline Flint: Can I just declare an interest? I was on the board of one of the first Sure Start 
trailblazers, which had childcare and other support within them.
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Q39 Mr Bacon: Zoe Raven, you were talking about a highly professional workforce and the 
benefits you saw in terms of better quality outcomes. Is there also a differential in terms of what 
people with those qualifications—you mentioned the foundation degrees in early years—are paid? 
Do you then have to pay them significantly more?

Zoe Raven: Well, there needs to be, otherwise they won’t stay in the sector.

Mr Bacon: Yes, so what’s the typical common or garden salary for someone with that sort of 
qualification compared with someone who doesn’t have it?

Zoe Raven: Well, you would hope it would be higher. I don’t know enough about salaries 
across the country; obviously they vary hugely. If you live within the M25—

Mr Bacon: Can you give me an example?

Zoe Raven: I would say the staff that we have who have degrees tend to be in the senior 
positions, so they are going to be on higher salaries; they are not going to be on the minimum wage 
or even the national living wage. But we’re not talking about large salaries. My nursery managers are 
only on 30 grand a year, and they’re the managers.

Q40 Mr Bacon: But none the less, there is a significant difference between the person with 
those qualifications and some experience and, as it were, an untrained childcare assistant.

Zoe Raven: Yes.

Q41 Mr Bacon: You mentioned these foundation degrees being stopped and that there was 
no funding for them. Can people who want to do those foundation degrees get student loans 
through the Student Loans Company?

Zoe Raven: Yes, I think so.

Q42 Mr Bacon: And is there a cap on the number who can do that?

Zoe Raven: They can, but very few of them are keen to do that, because on a very tight 
salary the last thing you want to do is take on more debt. Some of the best students on those 
foundation degrees—I did some assessing and associate lecturing for the Open University—were the 
mature students, and those mature students do not want to be taking on the additional burden of a 
student loan; they have other financial commitments. My daughter has just started work in a school, 
and it is going to take her 99 years to pay off her student loan, at the rate she is paying it off at the 
moment. People are very averse to taking that on. There is no guarantee of a much higher salary. 
You can have a degree in early years and really not earn very much.

Q43 Mr Bacon: But it is also true that if you don’t earn very much, you won’t be paying back 
your student loan.

Zoe Raven: That’s true, but you have it hanging over you indefinitely, haven’t you?
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Mr Bacon: No, even that’s not true, because after a certain number of years it gets 
cancelled. The Department will correct me if I am wrong about that.

Chair: Let’s not go down the student loan road. It’s not really—

Mr Bacon: Well, it struck me as relevant.

Chair: But let’s not go down there too far.

Zoe Raven: We were fortunate in that we were in a financial position where we were able to 
say to staff who were halfway through their foundation degrees when the funding was cut, “Don’t 
worry; we will carry on funding it for you,” so they have been able to finish their foundation degrees. 
There will be an awful lot of people across the country who haven’t been able to do that.

Q44 Chair: On that, has retention been higher among those who did the further training 
than—

Zoe Raven: In my personal experience, yes.

Neil Leitch: It is important to note that an early years teacher is not the same as someone 
with QTS—qualified teacher status. There is still a significant gap between the two.

Q45 Chair: What’s the average pay? Richard Bacon was probing on pay.

Neil Leitch: The last figure I saw for the pay differential was about 27%, and then there are 
other benefits.

Chair: A 27% differential?

Neil Leitch: Differential at the top end of the early years scale—

Q46 Chair: Could you give us the range, or scale, of what people are paid in your 
organisation?

Neil Leitch: I am talking about the top versus the bottom scale here. There is still a 
significant difference. We have actually seen as we have trained up early years teachers and early 
years professionals that the good will is there and they keep with it as long as they possibly can, but 
fundamentally, when you are having to pay the mortgage and the bills, you have a decision to make. 
We have seen quite a few move across into the state school sector and develop their qualifications 
and move on. We are treading on fire, to a degree. We get by, we train the people and, in our 
experience, they move on.

Q47 Stephen Phillips: Mr Leitch, I had a note from the NAO about a conversation that we 
were having earlier. They haven’t seen any evidence of providers going out of business. For the 
purposes of taking evidence and what may or may not be in our report, it would be useful to know 
when you think providers might start going out of business as a result of the introduction of extra 
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costs like the national living wage—when people might just stop providing the care that this policy is 
designed to ensure.

Neil Leitch: If you’re okay with this, it is important to understand why providers have not 
gone out of business at the rate—and that’s because, to a degree, we have this cross-subsidisation. 
It is really important that we are able to do that.

Chair: We have that message. If you have another point, make it quickly, because we are 
running out of time.

Neil Leitch: In terms of the costs, the predictions that we have, which are evidence based 
and from a research agency called Ceeda, are that the costs will start to arise over the next 18 
months and when we start to go to full implementation. That is the point when you will start to see 
providers either move to a different model—that is, effectively, the independent sector and the 
state sector in terms of statutory school age, so we will have a parallel of that as you work down—
or, alternatively, just come out of the sector. That is the crunch point.

I want to clarify all the talk about why we have all these providers putting their hands up 
saying they would love to be part of the innovation or implement a roll-out come September. At a 
conference I spoke at yesterday, a representative from a local authority stood up. They were from 
one of the eight. They said, “We would like to understand what all the problems are right at the 
beginning.” That is why they are doing it. Let’s not pretend that it is because they think there is lots 
of money in it and they want to be in it at the outset. A fundamental question to ask is, if someone 
offers you double your turnover in certain areas, why is the sector so opposed to it? 

Q48 Chair: We will be asking Government in a moment. I have a couple of quick points from 
the Report that it is worth checking with you, then I have another question for Dalia.

Paragraph 1.18 on page 22 of the Report notes that, in September 2014, the Department 
told local authorities that Ofsted should be the sole body inspecting early years settings. Do you, Zoe 
Raven and Neil Leitch, have any comments on inspection regimes and what works well?

Zoe Raven: We are very, very pleased that it has gone back to Ofsted rather than the third 
parties. To be honest, most of the big concerns we had over Ofsted inspections have been resolved 
through the Ofsted Big Conversation, with Ofsted speaking to providers. 

Q49 Chair: The situation now with just Ofsted is what you prefer. Mr Leitch? 

Neil Leitch: I would agree. 

Q50 Chair: Fantastic. There is another issue around the variations in hourly rates set by local 
authorities—page 26 of the Report covers some of this, and we found it quite startling. Even areas 
that are statistically very similar—they may not be neighbouring geographically, but they may have 
similar characteristics—have very wide-ranging rates. Do you have any comments on why that might 
be and the impact it has?
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Neil Leitch: I think it is a local authority’s decision on priorities—it seems to be nothing more 
than that. If they are neighbouring boroughs, it is very difficult to understand that the quality all of a 
sudden differs and so on, and, until it is ring-fenced, I suggest that will continue. 

Q51 Chair: So you prefer ring-fencing? 

Neil Leitch: Absolutely. 

Q52 Chair: Zoe Raven?

Zoe Raven: We only deal with two, so it is a relatively small problem for us, but it is still a 
problem, because they are all totally different. Their rules are different; the way they interpret the 
guidelines is different. There is no consistency. 

Q53 Chair: So you have staff working in settings where the funding for the children in those 
settings is different just because there is a borough boundary in between? Even in the relatively 
small area that you are working in? 

Zoe Raven: Yes. 

Q54 Chair: Dalia, we have had some good comments from people on Mumsnet about the 
impact on parents. You have touched on that. I am going to ask the others as well: what would your 
three asks of Government be? The Department for Education is on the next panel; those people are 
sitting behind you writing this down, so now is your moment to tell us and them what three practical 
things you think could be done. There has been some good evaluation of the work done already and 
there are the new pilots coming. What would make it work better for the parents you represent? 

Dalia Ben-Galim: The first thing I would say is more effective targeting of how the 30-hour 
offer will be rolled out—that the 16-hour eligibility rule includes things like people on work 
experience, those in full-time education, those in part-time education and jobseekers. That would 
help to support those who are looking to go back into work as well as those already in work. That 
would be my top recommendation.

The others are about flexibility and cracking down a little bit more on providers that are 
charging additional hours for those who simply want to access the 15 hours. We find that single 
parents can’t access the 15 hours—

Q55 Chair: Can I just check on that? We will ask the Department; it was down for me to ask 
Chris Wormald when he comes in front of us. What do you do if someone rings you up and says, “I 
am not getting this”? What do you advise them to do? 

Dalia Ben-Galim: We advise them to go back to the provider and remind them that the 
current guidelines suggest that they cannot charge additional hours. There is a variety of answers 
that providers will come back with. I completely understand what Zoe and Neil are saying in terms of 
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cross-subsidising and being able to make it work, but it means that parents are missing out, and it 
also means that some parents are being locked out of work.

Q56 Chair: Zoe Raven, what would be your three asks of Government? 

Zoe Raven: Top would be, unfortunately, money, please. A proper funding rate that allows 
us to open up 15 hours or 30 hours—

Chair: There is a shaking of heads behind you on that one.

Zoe Raven: I don’t actually care if it is 15 or 30 hours, as long as it is funded at the 
appropriate rate. The second thing would be consistency from local authorities, so that it is the same 
for everybody regardless of where they live. The third would be to allow our early years workforce to 
be professionals, and not to send out stupid diktats about British values and burdens on Ofsted that 
are misinterpreted and that just cause stress and confusion—just allow us to be professionals and to 
deal with children in the way we know is best for their development.

Q57 Chair: Okay. Neil Leitch?

Neil Leitch: I have had to change mine because of Zoe’s, actually. The first is honest, 
independent review—

Chair: Of the new entitlement?

Neil Leitch: Of the new funding. The others are a true annual assessment, so that we keep 
pace with what is occurring, and ring-fencing.

Chair: Okay. Thank you all very much indeed for your candid answers. You remind me that 
when I was the chair of governors of a small primary school, the Department—this was before Chris 
Wormald’s time—would regularly send me posters bigger than A3 to put on my wall, with a list of 
actions I should take. I didn’t have a wall big enough to put them on, so I sympathise with your point 
on diktats from the Department.

The Department is about to come in front of us. I thank you all for your evidence. Our 
transcript will be up on the website in the next couple of days and obviously we will send you a copy 
of the report, which may be published in May, but we have a number of funny recesses, so it may be 
as late as June. You are welcome to stay for the next panel if you wish. Thank you for travelling here 
to see us today.

Examination of Witnesses

Chris Wormald, Permanent Secretary, Department for Education, and Helen Stephenson, 
Director of Early Years, Child Poverty and Strategy, Department for Education, gave evidence.

Q58 Chair: I remind anyone watching that the hashtag for today’s section is “earlyyears”. 
Welcome to our second panel. Chris Wormald is Permanent Secretary at the Department for 
Education—Chris, I think this is your last appearance as Permanent Secretary for Education.
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Chris Wormald: I think so—unless you call me back! On 3 May, I will be moving to the 
Department of Health. The Cabinet Secretary has today announced my successor at the Department 
for Education, Jonathan Slater, who is currently Director General of the Economic and Domestic 
Affairs Secretariat at the Cabinet Office.

Q59 Chair: So I think all the reshuffling has now happened, pretty much across the board? I 
think we know who everybody is. Do we know Treasury? Anyway, it is good news that every 
Government Department has somebody at its head and that we know who that is going to be. We 
will be welcoming you back very shortly after your appointment as Permanent Secretary for Health.

Chris Wormald: Yes, there seem to be quite a lot of hearings on health; I have been looking 
at the list.

Chair: Of course, we will expect you to be as fully appraised within a week of your arrival as 
you are about education.

Helen Stephenson is also joining us; she is Director of Early Years, Child Poverty and Strategy 
at the Department for Education. You heard our previous panel; I am sure we will touch on some of 
those issues. I shall pass straight over to Karin Smyth, who is going to lead off on the questioning 
today.

Q60 Karin Smyth: Obviously, Mr Wormald, the Report is complimentary about the 
successful implementation of childcare for three to four-year-olds. We are interested in what you 
have learned from that implementation to help the next stage.

Chris Wormald: Hopefully a lot. I should start by saying that we very much welcomed the 
National Audit Office Report. We believed that it was extremely timely and it correctly identified 
where we had made progress—the Chair said something about that at the beginning—as well as 
those areas where we need to do more and where we have challenges for the future. I will say that a 
lot during this hearing: we think the Report is in the correct place. It is also timely, because on a lot 
of the issues under discussion we are making policy on right now.

We are consulting on the new 15-hour entitlement right now; we also have big things to do 
around the new early years national funding formula, and our workforce strategy will be coming out 
later in the year. We are expecting to be able to feed the results both of the National Audit Office 
Report and of the conclusions of this hearing into the policy that we are making, a lot of which will 
then be implemented in September 2017 with the new entitlement. We have looked very carefully 
at the roll-outs of the previous entitlements in terms of the speed of their take-up, the effects on the 
market and the models. We will be building all that into our work in developing the new 15 hours’ 
entitlement, which, as I have said, we are consulting on right now.

From September ’16 we will be doing two things. We will pilot the entitlement in eight 
areas, and we are working with a further 24 areas on specific issues within the entitlement, a 
number of which have been discussed already with the previous panel. We will take all the learning 
from that and build it into our final policy, which will be introduced in September ’17. We see the 
way we will be developing the policy around this as iterative, both from the learning we already have 
and the piloting we will be doing over 2016-17.
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Chair: I am going to have to request that you make your answers a bit briefer.

Chris Wormald: Sorry.

Q61 Karin Smyth: We will come back to the workforce later. Do you want to say anything 
about the lessons learned on the communication of the policy?

Chris Wormald: Yes. We have seen all the evidence that was reported to you and was 
included in the NAO Report about information for parents. That is something we are concerned 
about. The recent Bill that went through Parliament tightened up the law on what local authorities 
have to do around information, including for the first time requiring that it will be online. It is an 
issue that we discuss with local authorities a lot and there is more that can be done in that area.

On the existing entitlement, as you said, take-up is very high. One way or another, people 
are finding out what they are entitled to and accessing it, but we accept that it can be a lot more 
difficult than it should be to do so and we will be thinking about that in the roll-out of the 15 hours. 
There are also some very specific issues—Helen may wish to add something on this—around 
communications with particular parts of the community. When we looked at the take-up particularly 
of the two-year-olds offer, there were some very specific communities, particularly from South Asia, 
Somalia and Eastern Europe, where we have a particular challenge, and the local authorities—

Chair: The Report covers that.

Q62 Karin Smyth: We are going to come on to that. I mentioned to the previous witnesses 
the Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission report around the number of strands in this area. I 
appreciate we are talking about this particular offer, but they have recommendations about 
decreased programmes and about communications across Government. Is that discussion happening 
across Government in terms of reducing confusion about the offer to parents?

Chris Wormald: I will ask Helen to comment. We work incredibly closely with HMRC and 
DWP, which do these things. It is very important to remember that the three basic types of 
entitlement cover different age ranges. We deal with three to four-year-olds. The other two deal 
with childcare up to 12 and then up to 16.

Q63 Karin Smyth: They do, but as was mentioned, two-year-olds become three and then 
four-year-olds. Parents need that guidance, don’t they?

Chris Wormald: Yes, and we accept that there have been communication challenges in these 
areas. Helen, do you want to say a bit about the work we are doing with HMRC and others?

Helen Stephenson: The first thing to say is that there is now a joint taskforce of Ministers 
and officials across Government looking at childcare, and there was within a month of the election. 
We have been working very closely with colleagues from other Departments and I think we have 
made really good progress. One of the things that I would say is that we have joined up the eligibility 
for both the tax-free childcare and the three and four-year-old offer, so that those have the same 
eligibility criteria, and that parents, when they go online to check whether they are eligible, will go to 
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one place to check that. To parents it will look like more of a seamless offer. We have heard that 
that is an issue for parents and have already tried to do something about that.

There is already a page on gov.uk that explains the joined-up childcare offer, but you are 
right that we need to do more. The three Departments are working closely together to ensure that 
happens as the programmes roll out—that our campaigns around that are joint and not separate 
and siloed.

Q64 Chair: It would be nice to think that everybody is going to be looking at gov.uk to find 
out about childcare, but very often it is from word of mouth, local networks, information from 
voucher providers or perhaps employers. What are you doing to punch out beyond gov.uk, good 
though it may be?

Chris Wormald: A lot of that is the work I mentioned a moment ago, working with local 
government to deal with some very specific communities in specific places. There are the things we 
do at national level—

Q65 Chair: I have three children and have gone through different sorts of childcare. It is 
difficult to find out; it is not easy, so what are you doing to punch it out to the wider community and 
not just—

Helen Stephenson: I totally understand that. In the previous Parliament we ran a 
competition for digital responses and we are working with childcare.co.uk to expand their offer. 
Currently that is used by 1.2 million parents.

Q66 Caroline Flint: But it might not be the most disadvantaged parents who have got access 
online and what have you. There has got to be something beyond that, because otherwise it is a bit 
like the worried well always turning up.

Helen Stephenson: Yes. We have already got and we do still have the duty on local 
authorities. As the Permanent Secretary said, we are asking them to make sure that they actually 
publish information about childcare services in their area.

Q67 Caroline Flint: For people who cannot read English or whose reading is not that good, 
where is the hands-on stuff?

Chris Wormald: Those are the campaigns that are mentioned in the National Audit Office 
work that I was talking about earlier.

Chair: So that is the local authority—

Chris Wormald: Yes, and we try to operate at those two levels; trying to get clear national 
messages and then identifying particular communities where the message is not getting across and 
working with the relevant local authority to try and get into them. That is at a very granular level. 
What we have been doing in your part of London, Chair, in east London around south Asian 
communities is very innovative stuff that people could only design with the relevant—
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Chair: We will touch on regional variations later.

Q68 Karin Smyth: I am pleased to hear about the joint taskforce and those conversations. I 
am not sure, but the National Audit Office might want to come back in and tell us a bit more about 
what they know about that. I think it would be really helpful to understand the timescales around 
that in some more detail. That might be helpful in the future for this report, but I might go back to 
the National Audit Office to come back to me on that.

Chair: Sorry, are you going to ask a question about—

Karin Smyth: It would be interesting to have the detail of timings regarding how the joint 
taskforce is reporting, when it is reporting, and how this work links into that—

Q69 Chair: To be clear, Helen Stephenson, is it a working group?

Helen Stephenson: It is a working group of Ministers and officials who are overseeing the 
implementation of all the programmes and ensuring that they join up and are implemented on time. 
I am sure we can come back to you with timings on the particular communication elements of the 
work of the three Departments.

Q70 Karin Smyth: I think that would be particularly helpful for parents.

Chris Wormald: It will, of course, be one of the things we look at in our pilots of the new 
offer: how to best communicate with parents about some of the issues that were raised earlier.

Q71 Karin Smyth: I want to go to Ms Stephenson about the take-up rate for two-year-olds. 
You started to talk about how you are increasing awareness. Would you like to expand a little bit on 
how you are increasing awareness for those particular communities?

Chris Wormald: Just before we come to that question, shall I say a little bit about the 
numbers, which Ms Flint raised earlier? She correctly quoted the latest national stat on that, which is 
58% take-up. We have two data sources. We have the annual survey, which produces the national 
statistic, and then we do a voluntary survey of local authorities once a term, which produces more 
regular, but not as accurate, data.

Q72 Chair: Is that about children—not the staff survey, this is the children?

Chris Wormald: Yes. This is about pupils. The latest of our voluntary surveys, which—a large 
caveat—is not as accurate as the national stat, is showing a take-up rate in the region of 70%. When 
the national statistics come out, we are normally within a few points of where the voluntary thing is.

Caroline Flint: For two-year-olds?
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Chris Wormald: Yes, for two-year-olds. We are seeing—and this is what we have seen in the 
previous entitlements—an encouraging upturn in the numbers towards those that we were thinking 
of. Now we do need to see that repeated and properly verified in the national statistic, which is 
comparable to the 58% figure that Ms Flint used, but certainly our voluntary surveys are showing 
that the take-up is improving quite rapidly.

Q73 Chair: Do you want to add to that, or to answer Ms Smyth’s question? We are cutting 
across here a bit. Are you answering Ms Smyth?

Helen Stephenson: I can tell you about what we have done to improve that. As the 
Permanent Secretary said, that number was taken in January 2015 and our subsequent work has 
shown the figure of 70% because there was a huge amount of work that went on in between that to 
engage with local authorities. We did a whole raft of things. We have a support contract with an 
independent organisation that provides support and challenge to local authorities. We published 
local authorities’ performance against their statistical neighbours and their geographical neighbours, 
and that was press-released. We talked to the directors of children’s services, and the Ministers 
talked to them. We have made a whole raft of interventions and we have seen improved take-up, 
but we want to see that continue to rise and we are continuing to focus on that as a team.

Chris Wormald: And also confirmed in the national statistic. We will not know that that is 
true until we have the verified national statistic, which I think comes out in June.

Q74 Karin Smyth: That was my next question—about tracking that and understanding how 
that works in practice.

Chris Wormald: The next national statistic, which is the properly verified one and is 
comparable to the 58% number, I think is published in June. We will want to see what we are seeing 
in our voluntary surveys reported there. We do not want to declare victory too quickly, as it were. 
What I am saying is that our voluntary surveys are showing an encouraging trend.

Sir Amyas Morse: I want to check something before we leave this. Has there been any 
output from this ministerial-level working group?

Helen Stephenson: There are a number of these taskforces across Government now. They 
are not a review; they are literally a group of Ministers and officials working together to make sure 
the programmes are implemented. They oversee what we do.

Sir Amyas Morse: So they are just keeping touch rather than doing anything.

Chris Wormald: No. Shall I explain?

Sir Amyas Morse: I am not trying to be unkind; I am just trying to understand whether they 
are actually producing anything.

Chris Wormald: Yes. The Prime Minister announced just after the last election that he was 
going to establish a series of ministerial taskforces to deal with cross-cutting issues to ensure that 
the things that cut across several Departments were joined up properly, and one of those is on 
childcare.
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Q75 Chair: Just to be clear, this is the place that any clashes with benefits, which were raised 
earlier by our previous witnesses, would be sorted out.

Chris Wormald: Yes, and resolved.

Q76 Chair: So heads would be banged together in that room; you’d go away with a task to 
go and sort it out.

Chris Wormald: Yes. That’s exactly right.

Q77 Karin Smyth: I want to move to local authorities, which we touched upon earlier in the 
hearing when Mr Leitch talked about there being no mechanism to talk locally. What assurance do 
you have that local authorities are now effectively supporting provision of good-quality childcare?

Chris Wormald: Our best evidence on the quality of childcare is Ofsted inspection. As I think 
was quoted in the Report, we have seen an extremely encouraging increase in the number of 
settings that are found to be good and outstanding—I think it has gone up from 69% to 85% since 
2010. That is our independent measure of quality, measured against the early years foundation 
stage. As I think was picked out earlier, that is still not good enough because we have a gap between 
performance in disadvantaged areas and more advantaged areas. That has been narrowing but it is 
still there. The recent trends do show an encouraging narrowing of that gap, but it still exists and we 
need to see that closed further.

Q78 Chair: There is a graph in the Report that refers to this. It is figure 5 on page 20. We 
understand that the dot on the right is Birmingham, the lowest dot, on the left, is Tower Hamlets, 
which is highlighted in the Report, and the top dot is Richmond upon Thames, which is also 
highlighted.

Chris Wormald: I do not know which one is which. The National Audit Office would. As I say, 
this is a concern to us. It is why we are investing more in deprived areas through the early years 
pupil premium. Of course, as we mentioned earlier, the offer for two-year-olds is also focused on the 
most deprived areas. That is something we will need to look at in our workforce strategy and the 
early years national funding formula, both of which we will publish later this year. We do need to 
address these questions through policy. As I said, that gap is closing. The percentage point increase 
between 2013 and 2015 in terms of Ofsted outstanding and good was 10 points in the most 
deprived areas and six points in the least deprived areas, so we have seen that gap begin to close, 
but, as the National Audit Office correctly pointed out, it still exists and therefore we need to do 
more about it.

Q79 Karin Smyth: Do you think local authorities are providing that local mechanism to 
support parents in finding the offer and providers in stepping up to provide the offer?

Chris Wormald: As with everything, it is a mixed picture. There are some local authorities 
that have done excellently and some, as Helen described, that we work with because either they 
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have a greater challenge or they need to do better. When we look at the national numbers, as the 
Chair set out at the beginning, we have seen basically—this is not a point about the current 
Government, as it has been going on since 2004—a success story in terms of local government and 
providers stepping up as each of the new entitlements is introduced.

When we look at the national numbers, as you said, we see a very encouraging picture both 
on take-up and quality. That masks variation between local authorities. When we see those 
variations we go and work with the individual local authority to see what can be improved.

Q80 Karin Smyth: Do you see yours as a supportive role in that?

Chris Wormald: Yes. We have never used our formal intervention powers in local 
government on an early years issue as we have in children’s services, as we have discussed before 
with the Committee. The intervention we make is transparency—we publish a lot of data. The first 
level is that when we see that people are not performing the same as their statistical neighbours, we 
ring up the local authority to talk about that and then offer support and challenge. We do have 
formal intervention powers but we have never used them.

Q81 Karin Smyth: Are you concerned, as Mr Leitch said, about the survival of providers and 
the marketplace being able to make that offer?

Chris Wormald: It is important to divide the question in two. When you look at the “as is” 
situation today with the existing entitlement and the national numbers, as the National Audit Office 
pointed out, we see no evidence of providers going out of business in large numbers. There is an 
inflow and an outflow on the Ofsted register every year and the numbers are pretty stable. We also 
see high and increasing levels of take-up of the existing entitlement. When we look at the situation 
right now we do not see signs of a problem.

As the NAO identified in its Report, as we introduce the next 15 hours in September 2017 
that does bring new risks, and we accept that. As we pilot the new offer and consult on it, we will 
need to work with local government to monitor how that affects the market and how the new 
funding rates that we have introduced are working, and build that into our policy around the 
national funding formula and what we do around workforce.

All that said, this is an area, rather unusually, where the Government are investing quite a 
lot of new money. This is one of the few sectors where we are not only increasing the entitlement 
but raising the price. We are putting in an extra £1 billion.

Q82 Karin Smyth: Having been a governor of a Sure Start, I sympathise and understand that 
when you are a provider trying to plan your service a year or two ahead and employ your staff, pay 
them the living wage and so on, you do need certainty of income. They are having to match and 
badge the income around the child rather than the needs of the child, so what we have to get to is 
who picks up the can when it goes wrong? The local authority has the role in the market. How do 
you know in the Department?

Chris Wormald: The accountabilities are pretty clear. We are responsible for the funding and 
the framework and the overall success of the programme nationally. Local government is 
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responsible for managing the market in their individual areas, and the two of us work together. I do 
not think this is an area where there is any ambiguity.

Q83 Karin Smyth: How do you know when the local authority does fulfil that function? 

Chris Wormald: We monitor the national statistics on take-up and quality and then we do 
our various surveys, both of parents and of providers. We actually have a very good national dataset 
on this. On cost, this is exactly why we did the review of childcare costs that we published at the 
same time as the spending review—I think the National Audit Office described our review as 
“thorough and wide-ranging”. It gave us a range of costs, but it gives us confidence that the 
decisions we took in the spending review around the uplift to the childcare costs are economic. That 
is not the same as saying that it is easy—it has a lot of efficiency need built in, as we have across the 
publicly funded sector—but we are confident that it is deliverable.

Q84 Karin Smyth: I want to come back to the role of the family information service in the 
local authority. I think 30% is the figure for the family information service take-up. How can you test 
the local effectiveness of the family information service, which should help parents through this 
problem of not understanding what they are entitled to?

Helen Stephenson: I am sorry, but I don’t know the reference for the 30% figure you are 
referring to.

Karin Smyth: I would have to look back to find that exact reference on the use of the family 
information service, but it is about how to help parents through the mire of information. The family 
information service is supposed to help them, so how do you test that that is working properly?

Helen Stephenson: We test parents’ views on this. We have a regular survey in which we 
substantively survey parents about their views on childcare as a whole, including whether they feel 
they have enough information. We have seen the figures rise: 49% of parents say they feel there is 
enough information, which is up from 44%, so parents are feeling more confident. In terms of the 
effectiveness of letting parents know about the offer, we measure it through our national survey, 
but we know that parents get a lot of information from talking to each other. It is actually about your 
own recommendations, like when I, as a parent, talk to someone I know who has used childcare. 
Parents use their own networks significantly to understand about different childcare providers 
locally. But we monitor that as part of our national survey, which we published recently.

Q85 Karin Smyth: Do you have concerns about the family information service locally?

Helen Stephenson: I think that is why, as part of the Childcare Act 2016, we strengthened 
the requirement to publish information about services, recognising that there is more we can do. I 
am not digitally savvy, but I am thinking particularly in terms of the open data and the digital 
awareness we have now. Being able to have data published in an open format can enable people 
more easily to access information about the childcare that is available.

Chris Wormald: Just to be clear on what we do, we act when we see problems in the take-up 
statistics.
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Q86 Karin Smyth: There’s a lag there, isn’t there?

Chris Wormald: Yes. I appreciate the distinction between the point you are raising and that 
one, but to be clear, that is what we do. When something shows up to suggest that a local authority 
is not performing in the same way as its statistical neighbours, that is what triggers our 
conversations with the local authorities. Your question is whether we should be back up the chain a 
bit from that. I accept it is a fair challenge; we will take it away and think about it.

Chair: The point is that there is so much change coming through.

Q87 Karin Smyth: There is so much change and so many different funding streams for 
parents. From all the evidence and the forums, this issue is about 50% of people not understanding 
where to go or how to find support and navigate through the system. If the family information 
service is the go-to place, rather than the internet, who makes sure that operates and works?

Andy Fisher: Just to clarify, the Department’s survey found that 70% of parents were not 
aware of the service, while 84% of parents surveyed said that they found that the service was useful.

Chris Wormald: So those who use it think it’s good, but not enough know about it.

Chair: And that is a national survey? 

Chris Wormald: I think it is a fair challenge, as part of the roll-out of the 15 hours. I think you 
are making a more general point about the family information service, which we will take away.

Q88 Chair: Before I pass over to John Pugh, I want to touch on the issue of the variations in 
funding and get your take on it. The quality has gone up and there has been some good 
performance, but some local authorities are taking up to 10% of the money that you pass down from 
Whitehall. Do you have any comment on whether that is a reasonable figure, or are local authorities 
creaming it off and not spending it on children?

Chris Wormald: This is something we will look at, as part of the early years national funding 
formula. We think that the variations in funding, both in what we give to local government and in 
how it is used, are too great; we accept that.

Q89 Chair: Have you any sense that it correlates with quality?

Chris Wormald: We have to dig into this a little further. Central spending is not necessarily a 
bad thing. It is, for example, all the spending that involves the outreach to difficult communities, and 
a lot of special needs spending is part of that central block. We don’t want to say money used by a 
local authority is necessarily bad and should be passed on, because they are doing a lot of powerful 
things. 
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Q90 Chair: Nobody is monitoring it. You are monitoring it from a great height, and there may 
be a local scrutiny panel.

Chris Wormald: Just as with the schools national funding formula, we want a much simpler 
formula with much clearer rules, which will include looking at that central block. As ever with a 
national funding formula, what you do not want to have are rules that are so tight that they crush 
what is a perfectly sensible local decision based on the circumstances of the local authority. That is 
what we will be consulting on later this year.

Q91 Chair: We were very struck by the variation—

Chris Wormald: Yes, as are we. That is a result of history, rather than maths.

Chair: The variations in funding, even between similar authorities, were really stark. We 
heard from a previous witness that there can be two settings in neighbouring boroughs with very 
different levels of fee for children in those communities.

Chris Wormald: I do not need to tell the Committee that, as with every national funding 
formula, they are very difficult to introduce, they can go wrong, and there are winners as well as 
losers.

Chair: You are getting your excuses in—

Chris Wormald: No, I am merely stating that we do not want to see this as a silver bullet or 
magic formula that will make everyone happy. It is a tough thing to do, but it will hopefully address 
the variations.

Chair: We will be asking Jonathan Slater about this in time, no doubt.

Q92 John Pugh: It is a kind of dream scenario for you, because here you are, unusually for a 
permanent secretary, defending a Government policy that is universally popular and good in its 
outcomes. The only way from now on in is down, and you seem to be getting out at just the right 
time. I am still questioning whether you are actually running one policy or a suite of policies, because 
there are a number of objectives here, aren’t there? Some are to do with employment, some with 
school-readiness and some with equalisation of life chances. Do you feel that tension? It was 
particularly alluded to in Mr Leitch’s earlier evidence, in which he suggested that 30 hours for some 
children was not actually an ideal outcome in terms of education, though it might be quite good for 
the employment of their parents.

Chris Wormald: It is a complicated picture that reflects the complications of the world out 
there. We are trying to achieve three inter-locking but separate objectives: educational 
development, reducing the burden on working families and getting people back into work. Those are 
different types of objective, and some of our policies are aimed at either one, two or three of them. 
As Ms Flint was saying earlier, the two-year-olds pledge is very much about educational attainment 
and was designed around that. That is why it was targeted at the most disadvantaged, and our 
evidence shows that it is the first 15 hours that has the biggest impact on education. At the other 
end of the spectrum—this was very explicit in the governing party’s manifesto, which we are 
implementing—the additional 15 hours, taking it up to 30, is about the cost of living. 
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Q93 John Pugh: Can we zone in on that a little bit? You seem to be quite sanguine about the 
market’s capacity to provide these extra 15 hours.

Chris Wormald: No, not at all. I am sorry if I have given that impression. I agree exactly with 
what the National Audit Office said about this: that it is a challenge that needs to be very carefully 
piloted and monitored as we go forward, so that we can design a policy that doesn’t have—

Q94 John Pugh: But you accept that there is quite a fragile ecology here. Despite all the talk 
about extra provision and care and the Government putting more money on the table, the number 
of providers is not increasing and the workforce is actually decreasing. Do you see the workforce, 
and actually finding the people, as a problem?

Chris Wormald: There are some very good things about the workforce. We have seen the 
qualification level of the workforce rise over the last few years, which explains the rise in quality we 
have seen. That is a positive thing.

John Pugh: But not the numbers. According to the Report there has been a 5% decrease in 
the workforce.

 Q95 Chair: We have not really talked much about childminders. They are of increasing 
quality but have gone down in numbers. 

Chris Wormald: Those two things can be related. 

Q96 John Pugh: Can we accept that at any rate there is uncertainty?

Chris Wormald: We do not see in the current take-up numbers and the current number of 
providers in this system as it exists today much sign of stress in the market. We do, however, accept, 
as the National Audit Office pointed out, that as we increase the entitlement, that brings new risks 
that we will have to manage. The reason why I may have sounded sanguine about it is that since 
2004 both local authorities and the sectors have always stepped up to the plate on new 
entitlements, and we do think we are building on a sound basis. When the Economist Intelligence 
Unit compared early years sectors across the world in 2012, they ranked the UK fourth out of 
everybody, so we think we have something safe to build on, but that is not the same as saying—

Q97 Chair: You say there is no sign of stress, but we heard—it is important to pin this one 
down before I lose track of it—from all the witnesses that many parents ask for their 15 hours free. 
But the providers for all sorts of reasons—for them good reasons—will pick out the parents who can 
afford to buy the extra classes. So you say it is not under stress and we take that at face value, but it 
is these funny work-arounds that go on that deny many parents their rights to get their 15 hours.

Chris Wormald: We accept that that is a problem. It is not supposed to be allowed to 
happen. Helen, do you want to say what the position is?
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Helen Stephenson: We have 96% of children accessing it, so I really would like to hear if 
parents are being told that by local authorities, and we will take that up with local authorities, but 
the high level of take-up does suggest that parents are getting the free entitlement.

Q98 John Pugh: I do not think the allegations are that people are being denied. The 
economic model for the providers works through there being an element of cross-subsidy. If, none 
the less, all the people decide they want 30 hours at the Government’s rate, not only will there be 
more than a cross-subsidy to support, but there will be less opportunity for cross-subsidy because 
people will not need to take any more hours of childcare, so the economic model that is tenuous 
now and likely to fracture is going to be more under stress.

Chris Wormald: What I am saying is that the current national numbers that we look at do 
not suggest, as the National Audit Office was saying, that it is tenuous at the moment, but we accept 
there are risks in the expansion, as there are with any expansion, of those sorts of unintended 
consequences, and those are the things we are going to have to look at in our pilot phase.

Q99 John Pugh: Okay. Can I just touch on another unintended consequence? Clearly, if you 
have more children in for more time in the same buildings—often they organise morning and 
afternoon sessions, with different sets of children doing 15 hours, and now we have the possibility of 
a huge uptake of children taking 30 hours—you will need to release some capital funding to facilitate 
more providers.

Chris Wormald: Yes, and I think we have £50 million in the spending review for new capital. In a 
number of cases, these are private businesses that can raise their own capital, but we are putting 
money into this. We estimate—I am always reluctant to use these numbers, but this is the estimate 
we were working on in the spending review—that the actual number of new places that we have to 
create is about 45,000 when you look at the number of people already taking up hours and the 
number of spare places in the system. So we have a clear view of what we need to achieve and we 
have some money, but we will need to test those assumptions in the pilot phase.

Q100 John Pugh: Enough money?

Chris Wormald: It’s £50 million.

Q101 Mr Bacon: You have £50 million to create 45,000 new places.

Chair: The private sector will do their own. The gearing on the borrowing will mean they will 
not make much money, possibly not enough.

Chris Wormald: As I say, we are putting the price up as well. When we have looked at the 
roll-out of the previous offers, which also involved the creation of lots of new places, that 45,000 
looks like it should be doable.

Mr Bacon: Should be what?
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Chris Wormald: It should be achievable based on historic trends. We will need to test that, 
exactly as the National Audit Office has suggested, in our pilot phase and in our consultation phase. 

Sir Amyas Morse: Just one thing. It seems to me—and this goes to the questions that Dr 
Pugh was asking earlier—that there is a surprising reduction, in paragraph 121 of this Report, in the 
numbers of applicants for degree-level qualifications. Those have fallen really very sharply. Of the 
things that have happened that look a little bit concerning, that looks rather sudden to me. What do 
you think about that?

Chris Wormald: That particular programme is a worry. Of course, that is the qualified 
teacher part, so that is not the vast majority of the workforce. As I say, when we look at the 
workforce as a whole, the qualification level is rising, and that is what is driving the increased 
quality. This is a problem. 

Sir Amyas Morse: So that means that you will think about some action—

Chris Wormald: Yes. As I have said, we are publishing a workforce strategy for the early 
years later this year, and we do have more thinking to do around that, because the numbers speak 
for themselves.

Sir Amyas Morse: If I might, I will just ask one more question, which is on your ability to 
react promptly. You have said that you will test and see the critical areas, and if it starts falling off 
you will move to do something about it. Does the mechanism of passing this through local 
government and so forth give you the ability to react sufficiently quickly? If you saw a real cliff edge 
being reached by providers, could you do something about it reasonably quickly, or is it actually no 
faster than a year?

Chris Wormald: No, I think we ought to be able to do that. As I hope we have described 
through this hearing, this is a very data-rich area. We collect a lot of survey data and a lot of census 
data. It is also, when you look across the whole of the education sector, one of the best-researched 
areas of anything. There is an awful lot of independent evidence and research out there. Your 
challenge is a completely fair one. We think so, but of course that will get tested in the reality.

Sir Amyas Morse: Forgive me. Just to be slightly boring about it, though, that is great, and I 
am glad it is a fair challenge, but what I am trying to find out is, in the event that you see that the 
number of providers in trouble, or going out of business, or declining to provide is going up sharply, 
how fast you can actually react to that? I know it is data-rich and everything, but what I am asking is: 
if you see people going out of business in significant numbers, how fast can you do something about 
it?

Chris Wormald: Well, it would depend. I can’t tell you, “It would take us X weeks.” It would 
depend upon the nature of the situation. What I would say, however, is that the way entitlements 
get taken up is that they are not big bangs. They build up really quite slowly after implementation 
dates, and in all the previous roll-outs of new entitlements, we have been able to manage that 
properly. As I say, I do think it is a fair challenge, and I will go away and construct a better answer on 
that.

Q102 John Pugh: Another challenge that might be thrown at you: I am trying genuinely to 
look at it from the point of view of a provider who wishes to fill this demand by stepping up to the 
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plate, or whatever metaphor we want to use, and expanding their facility. Now, I may not get the 
staff and I have a problem digging in my pocket for the capital funding, but I have a further problem, 
haven’t I? They are already complaining that they have to meet wage costs on a weekly basis, and 
there is a cash flow problem. Many of them are very small providers. I think they are paid on a 
termly basis. Is that correct?

Helen Stephenson: Yes, and that is why we are consulting on that at the moment. That is—

Q103 John Pugh: And you’re going to change that. 

Helen Stephenson: We are consulting on that at the moment. We want to move to a prompt 
payment part of the contract with the local authority. We have absolutely heard that from providers 
as we have talked to them as we have developed it.

Q104 Chair: Just to be clear, will you pay the local authority more promptly, or are you going 
to make the local authority pay the provider more promptly?

Helen Stephenson: We want to ensure—we are consulting on this—that the local authorities 
have a prompt payment policy so they will pass that on quickly. Because many of these providers are 
smaller providers—as you say, childminders—it is really important that they have a proper cash 
flow, so that is what we are working on at the moment.

Q105 John Pugh: So I am trying to manage this and reduce my staffing to what, basically, I 
can get away with. I am probably not going to be that keen on taking any more two-year-olds than I 
have to, am I, really? Three-year-olds would be a better thing to concentrate on as a business model.

Chris Wormald: I don’t think we have seen any evidence for that. As I say, the take-up rates 
for two-year-olds are— 

Q106 Chair: In the right areas?

Chris Wormald: It is focused on the most deprived people, so the rate going up will 
disproportionately affect—

Q107 Chair: May I put to you what some of my local childminders have said to me? We have 
a very active network of excellent childminders in Hackney. They take a two-year-old at what is in 
Hackney the higher rate, and then the child turns three, of course, and the rate goes down. The 
childminders then have this moral dilemma. Do they continue with a child with whom they have 
developed a relationship, often referred by social services—as you say, they are from a deprived 
group—or do they cut their losses at that point and say, “Well, we’re not going to take them at 
three”? They are facing that; some are making decisions because they have overheads and they have 
to think about their costs. 
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Chris Wormald: I accept that dilemma, but in fact it is directly opposite to what Mr Pugh was 
describing, in terms of two-year-olds being funded at a higher rate. 

Q108 Chair: That is Hackney. There are different models, and some local authorities are 
funding two-year-olds at a higher rate. 

Chris Wormald: We will need to look at part of this in our national funding formula, but it is 
also why we wanted an early years pupil premium for the most challenged. 

Q109 John Pugh: Pursuing that, to implement this in time, you will require a fairly stable and 
expanding market with a clear view of what is going to happen. Yet, while they may get odd forms of 
finance in local areas, what they are probably looking at is a changing picture as you standardise and 
average that out across the country and separate it from the traditional school funding formula.

Chris Wormald: It is a changing picture, which we need to do for all the reasons this 
Committee has raised—

Q110 John Pugh: So I simply won’t know, if I am a provider, how much I am likely to be 
getting two or three years down the line.

Chris Wormald: Once we have a national funding formula, you will have much greater 
certainty and you won’t have the strange variations between—

Q111 John Pugh: So I am going to my bank manager suggesting that I expand my premises 
to deal with this new demand, without any guarantees about the revenue funding I am going to get. 
It is quite a hazardous situation to be in if you are a provider, isn’t it?

Chris Wormald: At this second, because we have not consulted and introduced our national 
funding formula. We have, of course, said what the overall picture is, and the Government is putting 
in an extra £1 billion over this spending review period. That does put you in a better position than 
many sectors that I could mention. 

John Pugh: I think you are probably getting out at the right time. 

Q112 Caroline Flint: Do you think there is a problem with the terminology we use in this 
area, in that we are not able to define what is pre-school educational development as opposed to 
childcare? For example, evidence has told us that access to pre-school education is really important 
for a child’s development, regardless of whether the parents are in work or out of work. I see that as 
a developmental contribution that the state is making. Childcare beyond that has to be high quality, 
of course, but it is there to help working parents more. Someone from Mumsnet said that 
“communication from the Government regarding the 30 hours free childcare is at best misleading, at 
worst a barefaced lie.” If you are saying children of three and four should have pre-school 
education—and obviously it is up to parents to take it up—that’s not really childcare. That is about 
providing education, isn’t it? 
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Chris Wormald: In all our entitlements, we require everyone to do the early years 
foundation stage, which is based on—

Q113 Caroline Flint: But for the children and the family, that 15 hours is not childcare, it is 
education for the child, isn’t it?

Chris Wormald: Yes, and for the offer for two-year-olds and the first 15 hours of the 
universal three and four-year-old offer, we have been very clear that it has a very clear educational 
purpose of the type you describe. It is different for the additional 15 hours. We are keeping exactly 
the same educational standards, but there was an explicit policy built into the manifesto 
commitment that this was about reducing the burden on working people. 

Q114 Caroline Flint: Does it worry you, then, that parents who work in all sorts of different 
environments—some on shift work, some on early hours, some starting late—are pretty limited by 
whatever the childcare provider says when it comes to accessing the 30 hours of free childcare? For 
example, if it is a nursery school attached to a school, they might get 9 am to 11.30 am and then 1 
pm to 3.30 pm, but who is going to be there for the bit in between?

Chris Wormald: We do worry about the flexibility. Do you want to say a bit, Helen, about 
what we do?

Caroline Flint: And how is that going to help a working parent?

Helen Stephenson: I think you make a very important point, and that is another thing that 
we are consulting on at the moment; we don’t think it is acceptable that there are very rigid times 
when you are able to take up your entitlement. One of the things we are very concerned about with 
this policy is flexibility. That is a key thing that we are testing through the early implementation and 
a key thing that we are consulting on at the moment. Again, one of the things we want to move 
towards is a model contract between the local authority and the provider. Some of the witnesses 
before said that was one of the problems they had—the number of different environments in which 
they were operating. We do want to simplify that.

Q115 Chair: Presumably you are consulting childminders on that—

Helen Stephenson: Absolutely.

Chair: Because they are sometimes in a better position to offer the flexibility Ms Flint 
referred to.

Helen Stephenson: I care very deeply about this area and care about this policy being 
delivered properly. For me, childminders are a very important part of this, because they do have 
flexibility. They are often caring for children in a home-based environment, which some parents 
prefer. They are quite happy for their child to do three hours in a pre-school or a nursery school, but 
they want a more home-based environment. So we absolutely do want more childminders, and we 
are working with PACEY, the childminder organisation, to really try to understand and improve that. 
We think the prompt payment and the simplified bureaucracy at local level will help childminders to 
deliver the free entitlement places.
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Chair: I should say that we hoped to have a childminder on our pre-panel, but because of 
the size of their businesses, they were all working, looking after children.

Caroline Flint: I had a childminder, and it was great. That was consistently for nine years.

Chair: You personally or for your children? [Laughter.]

Q116 Caroline Flint: For my children! The children went to playgroup and then to the local 
school for the pre-school provision, but I paid across the piece. This has come up on the Mumsnet 
forum as well. Some parents, when they are talking about 30 hours, which may be in a nursery 
school setting, are saying, “Well, we’re still having to pay, potentially, the childminder for all those 
hours as well.” How does that factor into all this? Regardless of how good a childminder is—there 
are some fantastic childminders—parents will often say school-led provision, with other children and 
with what that can develop, is something that they want to take advantage of.

Helen Stephenson: One of the things that we want to build on is some really good examples 
around the country of where childminders and schools are working together in a far more joined-up 
way. We have seen evidence of what we call childcare hubs, whereby you have a school; a 
childminder is attached to it; the childminding services are advertised on the school’s website; and 
childminders use it for drop-in and informal sessions. There are some examples of that in the 
country already, and we want to see more of that in terms of the 30 hours.

Q117 Caroline Flint: What I am asking about is really the payment for all this, for a family. If 
you have 30 hours of free childcare and that can be provided by pre-school provision at a local 
primary school, a lot of parents will want to take that up. Then what they will want to look at is 
maybe dropping the children off at school and picking them up. If you are a working mum, maybe 
you can’t go to work after 9. And then you have the lunchtime period. I am just wondering how you 
are thinking about how this is going to affect the provider market. How are you going to match that 
all up, in terms of the children being at the school and, say, with a childminder? Or how do you find 
the provision in between?

Helen Stephenson: To the parent, that is free, so there should not be complexity in terms of 
paying for different services. The provider will continue to get the payment from the local authority 
as they do now, so it will go directly from the local authority to the provider.

Q118 Caroline Flint: What if a parent, instead of having the free hours spread out over five 
days, wanted to use them over two days? Can they do that?

Helen Stephenson: I can’t see why they couldn’t. That is about flexibility.

Q119 Karin Smyth: The simplification is really welcome, obviously. This is something we 
touched on earlier. One of the pre-panel witnesses mentioned the complications in flexibility around 
universal credit, and the commission I referred to earlier talks about the decline of the voucher 
scheme and the tax-free offer that is coming separately. I appreciate they are not your ball-game, 
but in terms of simplifying things at local level for parents and providers, does that simplification 
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involve the DWP and HMRC so that the offer looks consistent and is easy to understand for parents? 
Does it involve discussions about universal credit and the tax-free offer through HMRC, so that 
parents locally see it as simplified?

Helen Stephenson: That is what I was talking about earlier, in terms of our joining up our 
communications around the three offers. It does boil down—

Q120 Karin Smyth: I just want to be clear. The conversation earlier was about the taskforce 
that Government—[Interruption.] What I wanted to drive back was: does that then translate to a co-
ordinated—

Chair: Is there a calculator or something?

Karin Smyth: Is there a booklet that involves all these things? Is that the way you are 
thinking?

Helen Stephenson: There will be a calculator that enables you to put in your circumstances 
and test what your entitlement will be. You can find out there whether you are eligible for tax-free 
childcare and the 30 hours. If you are not, it will point you in the direction of the universal credit, 
which will pay  85% of your childcare costs as from now.

Chris Wormald: These are all things we are designing now. Are we having what we think are 
the right discussions? Yes. Is the situation on the ground right now as we would want? No.

Chair: We welcome an honest admission. That is fantastic.

Q121 Caroline Flint: On the three hours now, can a parent, instead of spreading them out at 
five two-and-a-half-hour sessions—

Q122 Chair: Three hours.

Q123 Caroline Flint: Yes, three-hour sessions. Let me get it right. Can they do two seven-
and-a-half-hour sessions?

Helen Stephenson: This comes back to your point about local requirements that are put on 
to that. There is real variation at local level and that is one reason why we are consulting on taking 
that variation out and making it much simpler for parents. Flexibility is hugely important.

Q124 Chair: In my area I can tell which school has mostly working parents and which school 
does not. The one with working parents has a real struggle filling its 15 hours of free childcare 
because for a working parent it is not enough, and the others have full nurseries because 15 hours is 
good enough. Some have tried to flex it, but because they are schools, they have not be able to sell 
the extra. Have you done any work on that?
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Chris Wormald: To be honest, this conversation has brought that out very well. There is a big 
policy dilemma in that we both want national rules, simplicity and clarity, and we want things that 
are highly responsive to local communities with lots of flexibility. That is very difficult. I am not 
claiming we have the balance exactly right, but that is what we are trying to balance in our policies 
and why we work with local government as we do.

Q125 Chair: Most parents would understand that.

On the 15 hours, we heard a number of examples from Dalia Ben-Galim earlier—I hope 
Gingerbread will provide them to us—and we have heard anecdotally from our constituencies that 
people are turned away from nursery settings. Helen, you said there was 90% take-up, which we 
have recognised is good, but do you think that perhaps people are being pushed away from the 
settings they want and if they know that they will not get into a nursery, they find a childminder or 
someone who will be able to provide the 15 hours without top-up? They will be pushed to a provider 
who can provide that and away from a provider that, perhaps for financial reasons, is refusing to 
take someone on.

Helen Stephenson: That is a very good point and we need to understand it further. We will 
certainly take it away to try to understand more about it because it is important.

Chris Wormald: That is not supposed to happen and the individual should be raising 
it with their local authority, which has responsibility for managing the market, but we will take it 
away and come back to you.

Q126 Chair: We know how it works. There is no vacancy and then, miraculously, there is a 
vacancy for the next parent who comes along with the money in their back pocket to pay the top-up.

Chris Wormald: This has been a clear point from the Committee and the evidence we 
received. We should take it away and come back to you with a considered answer.

Q127 Chair: We will ask Gingerbread to submit more detailed evidence to us and make sure 
we get that to the Department. We take your offer of looking at the matter seriously seriously, so 
thank you for that.

I want to touch on Ofsted inspections. There was quite an alarming figure for the 
inspections, which take place only every four years. On page  22, paragraph 1.17 of its report, the 
National Audit Office found that, in August 2015, of 690 providers rated as inadequate at their latest 
inspection, 313—not quite half—had previously been rated as good or outstanding. Do you have any 
worries about that, or do you feel that statistically it is all right?

Chris Wormald: It is always a worry when a provider is falling backwards. To be clear on 
what Ofsted does, there is the four-year regular inspection cycle and in between those inspections it 
takes a risk-based approach to who they look at. If it has had complaints about a provider or 
whistleblowing or the proprietor has changed or other evidence suggests that something might be 
going wrong, it goes back before four years. So it is four years for everyone and then a risk-based 
approach. As the National Audit Office said, there is always a question of what is the right length of 
time between inspections, and we have to trade off the cost to the business—
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Q128 Chair: We understand that, but to move from “outstanding” to “inadequate” is quite a 
big jump, is it not?

Chris Wormald: Yes, and it occasionally happens in schools as well. It does not happen very 
often, but the smaller the institution, the more likely that is. 

Q129 Chair: So you are relying a lot on whistleblowers. If I were a parent worried about a 
childcare setting, maybe so worried that I might want to take my child out of it, who would you 
recommend?

Chris Wormald: Ofsted run a hotline on early years, which is actually very well used. 

Q130 Chair: Just to be clear—I should know this because I use Ofsted-registered childcare—
is it a requirement, whatever the setting, for those carers to provide information about how parents 
can raise concerns?

Chris Wormald: Yes, I think it is.

Helen Stephenson: I am not sure. 

Q131 Chair: My experience is that it is probably not, but I sometimes deal with individuals 
who are registered with Ofsted— 

Chris Wormald: I thought that it was, but since you asked the question, I will go away and 
check.

Chair: It may be so for institutional settings, but not quite so common for individuals.

Q132 Nigel Mills: On that point, presumably the one way that there are some data will be 
the baseline data that schools collect in the reception year when the kids get into the formal school 
setting. You are not planning to publish that data as some kind of data set or league table, are you? 
We are not going to know, even by area or by school intake, how well this policy is working. Is that 
something that Ofsted could look at, to assess whether there is a mixed variation? Could schools flag 
up kids coming from one nursery or another?

Chair: Page 23 of the Report refers to this. 

Chris Wormald: There are two things. We are putting a lot of effort into the evaluation of 
this, and in 2012 we launched a new longitudinal study that will be key to us assessing the value for 
money. That plays out over a very long time.

Q133 Chair: When is that due?
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Chris Wormald: The first data set will come out in the next few months, but we actually 
track pupils through until they are 18. We have just published the final bit of the 1997 survey that 
we did, which shows the effect of early years on A-level results. This is very powerful research that 
takes a very long time. 

To assess kids at five to get some nationally comparable data is incredibly difficult, and we 
do not have simple tests of the type that we have for 11-year-olds. You will have seen the 
Government’s recent announcements on what they are doing on baseline testing, but it doesn’t do 
what you are suggesting. Nothing we have done allows us to tell the quality of individual providers 
from school results.

Q134 Chair: You cancelled the programme.

Chris Wormald: We were running a pilot of baseline assessment, which was using three 
different providers. It was not producing nationally comparable data. As I have said, assessing 
children at five, and doing it well and comparably, is very difficult. We will be discussing with the 
sector how we move forward. We do not have a mechanism at the moment. 

We can now data match between our national schools census and the national pupil 
database, so we ought to do much more of  and be much better in future at tracking what happened 
to people in the early years and then what they achieved as they went through school. That does not 
give you an immediate feedback on whether a nursery or childminder is a problem, but it ought to 
give us—

Q135 Chair: Before I bring Nigel Mills back in, I am not sure from my experience that my 
children had a number, when they were in certain childcare settings, that they could track through. 
How do you track through?

Chris Wormald: You data match between the names and addresses of the children and then 
the national pupil database.

Q136 Chair: What if they move house?

Chris Wormald: I asked exactly that question. I am told that the data matching gives you an 
average 93% match of children on the census to the national pupil database. 

Q137 Chair: Is it something you have thought about providing? People have NHS numbers.

Chris Wormald: Again, I asked this question. I am told it is technically very difficult to do, 
because the cohort enter at different times. Some start at two, some at three. We are looking at it, 
but I am told it is more technically difficult than you would think.

On Mr Mills’ question, in future we ought to be able to evaluate much better what type of 
setting produces the best results as people go through primary and into secondary school.  It will not 
do that on an individual basis, but we ought to be able to say that settings that did this type of thing 
are more associated with successful later school careers. 
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We will always have the problem that there is quite a big time lag in that, and there have 
been some examples. There was a very famous one in the United States, where there was a big 
effect from a particular intervention by age eight, which had then completely disappeared by age 11. 
Because the effects are so long term, it is quite easy to declare the success or failure of a particular 
thing too quickly, which does not help us with the evaluation but is just a fact of life. 

 Q138 Nigel Mills: But you would encourage headteachers at infant schools, if they spotted a 
trend whereby kids who had gone to one nursery were well behind, to flag that up to Ofsted or 
somewhere. 

Chris Wormald: Yes, we would expect them to be flagging that up. 

Q139 Nigel Mills: And you would probably expect Ofsted to look at the baseline assessments 
and try to spot that when they went to a school as well, wouldn’t you?

Chris Wormald: Yes. As I said, Ofsted takes a risk-based approach and if a school had 
concerns about particular providers, we would expect them to be alerting Ofsted and Ofsted to be 
taking the appropriate regulatory action. 

Q140 Chair: May I just come in on another quick point, before I lose track of where I am, and 
then I will bring Caroline Flint and Richard Bacon in? We heard a lot from providers about their 
funding—we have touched on this point already, and John Pugh was trying to tease this out on 
expansion. Some of these business are very marginal—very fragile. As the custodian of the market, I 
suppose—is that the right phrase? I am not sure—you are there to try and make sure the market 
works, and the market is very diverse. What would you do if certain areas just saw a withdrawal of 
childcare? Private providers can barely manage in an area such as mine, with high capital costs and 
high staffing costs already, without the national living wage and other things still to bite. 

Chris Wormald: We would expect the local authority to have noticed before we did. They 
have a responsibility to manage the market in their local area, as we do when we look at the 
national picture. We would then expect to sit down with that local authority and look at exactly 
what was happening in that area and why, and whether it was in the commissioning process or 
elsewhere.

Q141 Chair: Would more money be forthcoming? It might be down to sheer money. That is 
what we were hearing from some. 

Chris Wormald: Money is always a challenge. We only have as much as we have in the 
spending review, so if we were putting additional money into somewhere, it would have to come 
from somewhere else. 

Q142 Chair: But this is a universal offer. If it wasn’t working out in a geographical area for a 
particular reason, that would be very unfair on those parents and children. 
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  Chris Wormald: I think I would answer it this way. When we introduce our national funding 
formula, we will—as with any national funding formula—look at what the right area cost 
adjustments and what the right deprivation indices are, and so on. The situation you are describing 
would arise if we had got our national funding formula very wrong—if we had set a rate for a 
particular category of local authorities where it was not sustainable. That would suggest that we 
had—

Q143 Chair: Some local authority rates are very low—£2.50 or so. 

Chris Wormald: Yes and as I say, we need to find a much fairer basis by which we fund local 
authorities and then local authorities fund individual providers. 

Q144 Chair: I have a couple of other points. One was about the evaluation of these pilots. 
When we will be able to see the results of that? You are piloting in September 2016 with a view to 
full implementation in 2017, so by the time you have a pilot going and have evaluated it, you are not 
going to be able to give much notice. 

Helen Stephenson: We have already got something in the field—we are working with the 
University of East London and Frontier Economics. They are helping us to design the framework for 
the evaluation, which will then be commissioned out and be in place ready for the implementers to 
start. They are looking in particular at what data sources they can already use—so things that we are 
already collecting information about—and then whether there are other sources of data that we 
need to collect. 

Q145 Chair: And when will it be published? 

 Helen Stephenson: I am not aware that that one will be published. We want this pre-survey 
to help us inform—

Q146 Chair: Sorry, when will the actual evaluation of how well the pilots are working be 
published?

Helen Stephenson: I don’t have the timings on that, but we obviously want to use the 
information from the evaluation to inform us as we roll the programme out. 

Q147 Chair: But you are going to be rolling a programme out and people will be making their 
financial assessments, so whichever setting they are in, they will have a financial deadline by which 
they will need to know what is coming down the line. Childcare often does work—I know from 
experience—on a two-week horizon or a month horizon but many childcare settings, particularly 
those that require capital investment, would need to know in good time many months before.

Chris Wormald: Yes. I will come back to you. I don’t have details with me of what we will 
publish and when.



Oral evidence: Free entitlement to early years education and childcare, HC 912 41

Q148 Chair: If you could, please do, because I think it is really important and we may call 
your successor back on that.

Chris Wormald: The key thing is that because of the exact issue that you raise—that we will 
be piloting and then introducing—we are going to be in constant conversation with the areas that 
are piloting it. It is not going to be a case that we do some research, we publish it, and we consider; 
this will be something we will be discussing with local authorities and building back in to our policy—

Q149 Chair: We appreciate that there are internal procedures, which sound like they are all 
going swimmingly, and that the process is worked out in the Department, but we were just a bit 
wary. Whitehall processes do not always really work with people on the ground—that is, parents, 
who will also be deciding whether they can go back to work and asking whether they will get this 30 
hours and whether it will be provided locally. Is there enough certainty? You have heard from 
providers; they are not all sure about what they are going to do.

I shall just turn to figure 14 on page 39 of the Report. For those who do not have it in front 
of them, it shows the percentage of children in each provider type broken down by deprivation 
decile. I will not read through the chart, but it clearly shows that the highest number of children go 
to maintained school settings in deprived areas. We have seen a programme from your Department, 
Mr Wormald, of academisation, so there will be freedom for schools to do as they wish. Does that 
freedom of admission apply to early years settings as well? Can they turn children away?

Chris Wormald: For academies in general, there is not freedom of admission; they still have 
to comply with the admissions code.

Q150 Chair: But they could set their own admissions?

Chris Wormald: Only within the terms of the code, so it has to be free, transparent and fair.

Q151 Chair: But would it be possible, for example, for them to have musical aptitude tests 
for three or four-year-olds?

Chris Wormald: I don’t think so.

Helen Stephenson: I am not aware that nursery codes operate in the same way, in terms of 
eligibility for the maintained sector.

Q152 Chair: I am just trying to see how these two policies match up. All schools will have to 
become academies under the current proposals and you’ve got, particularly in deprived areas, large 
numbers of children—in fact, the majority of providers for most deprived children are in maintained 
school settings. Those schools will be “independent” academies funded by the taxpayer and looking 
after and educating children. Perhaps you could write to us about what admissions criteria they will 
be allowed to implement. Can they set the same sort of changes to criteria as they can for secondary 
levels?
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Chris Wormald: We will come back to you on that. The timescale on the academies White 
Paper is quite long, so this is a longer-term issue. We have not seen any differences in behaviour, in 
this area, between primary schools that are academies and primary schools that are not, but I take 
your point.

Q153 Chair: That’s all right, but when there is a mix of provision it is less—the other key 
thing is that local authorities are currently responsible for maintaining and managing the maintained 
provision, and have the overall responsibility for the early-years agenda, but once the academisation 
happens they won’t have any control over those nursery settings in schools. 

Chris Wormald: They are still the commissioner and they are the commissioner of all early 
years, whether in the maintained sector or not.

Q154 Chair: Where will accountability lie? If there is a problem with an early years setting in 
an academy nursery environment for three and four-year-olds, who is responsible for sorting that 
out? Would it be the commissioner? Would it be the chain? Would it be you?

Chris Wormald: It will be the same as the accountabilities in the PVI—the private and 
voluntary—sector at the moment. The local authority is the commissioner of all sectors, and is also 
the provider of the maintained sector; once all schools are academies, it will be the commissioner 
for everything with three and four-year-olds, but not the provider of any of it. When it commissions 
an academy, its relationship is exactly the same as if it is commissioning a voluntary sector 
organisation or a private sector organisation. It is still responsible for the money being spent 
properly, the contract that it has being fulfilled, and the overall state of the market, but, just like the 
owners of a private company are responsible for how they then deliver that, that is what the 
relationship with the academy will be.

Q155 Chair: So basically they will just be treated a bit like the private and voluntary sector?

Chris Wormald: Yes, you will actually have a level playing field between different types of 
provider.

Q156 Chair: That is one way of putting it, I suppose. This is my final question before I pass to 
Caroline Flint and Richard Bacon for the last couple of points, and I will go back to our lead members 
as well before we finish. Caroline Flint touched a bit on the difference between childcare and early 
years, and we touched on the value for working parents and for parents not working. What is your 
assessment or description of what the value should be, and how will you be measuring that?

Chris Wormald: This is very complicated, and it is different between the offers. For the two-
year-old and the universal element—the first 15 hours of the three and four-year-old offer—our 
main long-term evaluation is about its educational impact. For the extension to 15 hours, the 
Government’s manifesto was clear that the biggest purpose was around the cost of living, but we 
want it to have exactly the same educational standards as the first 15 hours. We would expect to see 
an educational impact, but that was not the starting point of the policy.
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Q157 Chair: In terms of the value on cost of living, you could have lots of well-paid MPs 
putting their children into this setting who perhaps would not get the same value as someone for 
whom it is making the difference as to whether they are working or not. We heard a bit from 
Gingerbread about that.

Chris Wormald: We have been working with Frontier Economics on that. In February, it 
published a very extensive feasibility study on how we should go about evaluating that, and we will 
be taking that work forward. A lot of this is very complicated and difficult.

Q158 Chair: We get very worried when you say it is too complicated for people like us to 
understand. It makes us a bit suspicious.

Chris Wormald: As I said, how we are going about doing this is there and it is published. 
Particularly when you get to the areas of return to work, trying to distil out exactly what contribution 
affected someone decision’s to return to work is a very complicated thing to do.

Q159 Chair: On the ground, it is not that complicated. There is good, stable, secure childcare 
that can be secured at the same point someone gets a job or goes to study. That is what people 
need.

Chris Wormald: That clearly helps.

Chair: I recognise that measuring it from your end is a little more challenging.

Q160 Caroline Flint: May I just redeem myself on my maths earlier, because I was citing a 
mum from Mumsnet? Despite the 15 hours, she was told that she could have five two and a half 
hours, and that is often the case in these pre-school settings. It was either 9 to 11.30 or 1 to 3.30. 
That is what I was citing there, despite the 15 hours. Can you just clarify what you were saying 
earlier about tracking the outcomes? Where does the two-year-old provision fit into that? Is there a 
separate service?

Chris Wormald: Our longitudinal study starts with two-year-olds.

Q161 Caroline Flint: On the two-year-olds, as you said earlier, that is specifically looking at 
development goals being reached to help later educational attainment. How are you judging that 
against such things as the troubled families programme, which I think replaced the family 
intervention programme or the other way round, because lots of local authorities are having to 
deliver those programmes where they have identified families where the children are at risk of not 
reaching their development goals. How does it fit with that, and how are you going to work out 
which bit of the intervention with families is making the most difference?

Chris Wormald: The way that the 1997 longitudinal worked was that it took pupils who had 
had early intervention from two to four and ones that had not and then controlled for other things 
that had happened to them. It then looked at whether you could identify a specified difference 
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between the two, and it could. You do have to account for all those other factors, which is why, 
when you do these studies, you take a representative sample and study it very carefully indeed.

Q162 Caroline Flint: In terms of take-up, I understand that there are three categories: 
looked-after children, children with disabilities and other children who are disadvantaged, possibly 
with parents not in work. Why can you not make it a requirement that any looked-after child or, for 
that matter, any child in a workless family has to be accessing the provision?

Chris Wormald: All our pre-school offers are voluntary, and that has been a principle of 
policy for some time.

Helen Stephenson: It has always been a voluntary offer, and that is partly because parents 
have very strong views about what is right for their child.

Q163 Caroline Flint: But you’re making a judgment that this is targeted at children who, 
under other circumstances, are not thriving? 

Chris Wormald: Yes, but it is still a choice. We have never gone into the requirement for 
early years. 

Q164 Chair: And there are no plans to change that policy?

Chris Wormald: No, there are no plans to change that. I will go away and check the position 
on looked-after children, because of course it is a little different when the state is the parent. I will 
look at that. 

Q165 Chair: If you could let us know. Ms Flint’s point is well-placed. A lot of the thrust of this 
of this policy is to target just—

Chris Wormald: Yes, but we still see this as a choice policy. 

Chair: Given that we’ve done previous hearings on the educational outcomes of children in 
care, it’s very important to us as a Committee. 

Q166 Mr Bacon: Mr Wormald, I have just one question. The pre-panel—the Pre-school 
Learning Alliance, Gingerbread and Acorn Childcare—had a lot of things to say, and I think you 
listened to all of it. Did any of what they said surprise you?

Chris Wormald: We do not recognise, from the national numbers we see, some of the things 
they were saying about what the market is like now. That’s not to say that they are necessarily 
wrong. That may be their experience and their personal perception, but that bit of the story does 
not match up with what we see from the national numbers. 
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On the risks of the 30 hours, we are in exactly the same position as the National Audit Office. 
There are risks, but the question is how you manage them. We would not put the case as starkly as 
the pre-panel did. As I have said during this hearing, our bottom-line position is that this is an area of 
strength for the UK. There are very few other areas on which we would be ranked fourth in the 
world across a public service. It is something that successive Governments have invested more and 
more in, and they have rolled the entitlements out very successfully. We believe that we have a very 
strong base on which to build going forward, which I don’t think is the implication you would take 
from hearing that evidence.

Q167 Mr Bacon: I listened to them at length, and I got the impression that things are in deep 
trouble, which is not the impression that I got from reading the Report. I wasn’t aware of the fourth 
in the world figure.

Chris Wormald: That’s from the Economist Intelligence Unit in 2012. They did a big study 
across the piece.

Q168 Mr Bacon: Which are the areas on which you most agreed with what they had to say 
or thought they had the greatest validity?

Helen Stephenson: Speaking as somebody responsible for developing the programme, the 
local variability and the issues around prompt payment are things that I have definitely heard as part 
of our consultation on developing the programme. We are trying to do something about that 
through the consultation. That’s something that resonated with me and my team.

Q169 Mr Bacon: You said that you’re in the middle of a consultation process. If these groups 
want to bring you more evidence, you’re still in listening mode. Is that right?

Chris Wormald: Absolutely. 

Helen Stephenson: Absolutely. We are always in listening mode. 

Chris Wormald: We talk to provider groups all the time. Inevitably, providers want to lobby 
for more money—that’s what they’re for—and of course we have to make judgments about the use 
of money against other priorities and our duty to the taxpayer to spend less. That’s a perfectly 
healthy debate. I am not surprised by where they were, but likewise we don’t necessarily agree with 
them. 

Chair: I am aware that we have a vote at 5 o’clock, and I have one last point that I forgot to 
raise. 

Q170 John Pugh: I’m tortured by the thought of market failure. One solution to deal with 
market failure, which was suggested in the past by Elizabeth Truss in a Department for Education 
pamphlet, is to alter the ratios. Is that ruled out now? 

Chris Wormald: That is not on the current agenda. 
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John Pugh: Sorry?

Chris Wormald: That is not on the current agenda. 

John Pugh: Oh, good. 

Q171 Chair: One thing that’s been raised by local childminders is a real concern about the 
delay in DBS checks. We’re in London, so that’s often down to the Metropolitan police. I used to be 
the Minister responsible, and the problem doesn’t seem to have got any better in the last six or 
seven years. Helen Stephenson, I wonder whether that’s on your radar. It’s clearly a big issue. If you 
can’t get your child, your lodger or your partner DBS checked—you have to get them renewed, 
obviously—that’s a big issue for a childminder who has to have safe adults in the home. Is that 
something that you’ve picked up on? Are you doing anything about it? 

Helen Stephenson: I had not picked that up in relation to childminders, but you’ve raised it 
so I’ll take it away and check it. 

Q172 Chair: Okay, thanks. I may write to you if we need more information.

Helen Stephenson: Please do. 

Q173 Chair: Thank you very much indeed for coming along. Chris Wormald, congratulations 
on the new job. We look forward to seeing you with that hat on.

Chris Wormald: I will see you in that capacity very frequently.

Chair: I ask Helen Stephenson to warn your successor that we will be looking at this again. 
Clearly, we are keen to watch what happens with the pilots and that evaluation. It’s a matter of huge 
interest to our constituents and huge importance to the children who are both cared for and 
educated. There’s a lot of change in the landscape, so we think this Report comes at the right time. 
It’s like pre-scrutiny of what’s coming. We want to do more scrutiny of this to make sure it works.

We’ve all got an interest in making this work, whatever our party, or constituency or 
whatever. We wish you well with it, but we will be watching and holding your feet to the fire on the 
things that we’ve said today. Presumably, you’ve got very able people behind you who took a note 
of the things we’ve asked for. We will also write to you with that. Thank you very much indeed.
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