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Sources are outlined at the end of each section. Full details of all Sources are to be found in the ref-
erences section at the end of the key contextual data profile. Individual statistical data used in ta-
bles are indicated by an asterisk*, both in the table and in the Sources.  
 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC)  

 

ECEC system type and auspices 
The systems of early childhood education and care in the constituent countries of The United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland – England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland – 
always varied in terms of detail, but overall were essentially similar. However, in the context of 
devolution and the establishment of regional parliaments in Scotland and Wales in 1998, which 
are also responsible for educational policy, increasing divergence has become observable – partic-
ularly in Scotland.  
 
England  
Overall responsibility for the planning and monitoring of ECEC provision for children up to the start 
of compulsory schooling at age 5 (in reality, often age 4), lies with the Department for Education. 
Despite this unifying attempt, two sub-sectors of early childhood education and care still remain, 
each with different service providers, funding conditions and staffing requirements: (1) the state-
maintained sector and (2) the considerably larger private, voluntary and independent (PVI) sector 
with a high proportion of private for-profit providers. Responsibilities are shared between central 
government, local authorities and service providers in the non-state sector. The Office for Stand-
ards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted), which is not officially affiliated to a specif-
ic Department, is responsible for regulating and inspecting all types of ECEC provision, including 
home-based settings.  
At the local level the municipalities, or local authorities, have the duty to ensure that there are 
sufficient places in ECEC settings available to meet local demand. They are also responsible for en-
suring that providers comply with national standards.  
 
Wales  
Early childhood education and care in Wales is regulated by two ministerial departments, i.e. it 
functions as a split-sector system. The Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) is re-
sponsible for compliance to the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for Children 
up to the age of 12 years (2016), which cover home-based family day care settings and private 
centre-based settings. Responsibility for state-maintained and for approved private preschool ed-
ucational institutions for 3- and 4-year olds lies with the Welsh Government's Department for Edu-
cation and Skills - DfES. Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Education and Training in Wales (Estyn) is 
responsible for the inspection of preschool settings and for the initial and continuing professional 
development of ECEC staff.  
 
Scotland  
Early childhood education and care in Scotland comes under the auspices of different ministerial 
departments, i.e. it is not a unitary system. Overall responsibility for education lies with the Cabi-
net Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning, whereas the Minister for Children and Young 
People is responsible for early education and childcare, and the Minister for Learning, Science and 
Scotland’s Languages is responsible for the national Curriculum for Excellence for 3- to 18-year 
olds. ECEC provision for under 3-year olds is run by private, mainly for-profit organisations, 
whereas early education for 3- and 4-year olds is mostly state-maintained. In 2008, The Scottish 
Early Years Framework was introduced to strengthen co-operation and partnerships between pro-
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viders, local authorities and families. Education Scotland is the inspection agency responsible for 
supervising educational institutions and curriculum development. Local authorities are responsible 
for the organisation and staffing of preschool settings and receive subsidies from the government 
and tax authorities. 
  
Northern Ireland  
Responsibility for different aspects of early childhood education and care was traditionally shared 
among a number of departments/ministries (Education; Health; Employment and Social Affairs). 
The Department of Education continues to be responsible for state-maintained preschool institu-
tions for 2- to 4-year olds. Since April 2015, the previous Education and Library Boards have been 
replaced at the local level by an Education Authority, which supervises both centre-based and 
home-based private childcare facilities. Catholic ECEC settings come under the auspices of the 
Council for Catholic Maintained Schools - CCMS. 
 

Sources: European Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, and Eurostat 2014. 
 Eurydice 2016 
 Naumann, I. et al. 2013. 
 Welsh Government 2016. 

 
 
General objectives and legislative frameworks 
The overarching legislative frameworks for all constituent countries can be seen as The Human 
Rights Act (1998), The Equal Opportunity Act (2010) and The Data Protection Act (1998). The 1989 
Children Act set out the regulatory framework for all ECEC settings in the UK. Additionally, more 
specific legislation relates to early childhood education and care in each country.  
 
England  
The 2016 Childcare Act regulates childcare for children aged 3 and 4 with working parents, and for 
the 40% ‘most disadvantaged’ 2-year olds. Since September 2017, 30 hours of free ECEC provision 
have been offered to all families in this category. Three main goals are foregrounded: providing 
every child with the best start in life; supporting working parents; and closing the gap between 
disadvantaged children and their peers. The Children Act 2004 provides a legislative framework for 
ECEC primarily at the local level. Reforms set out in the Children and Families Act 2014 make pro-
visions for families and also children with special educational needs or disabilities. All local author-
ities are required to report annually on how they are meeting the needs of working parents in 
terms of ECEC provision. 
 
Wales  
Improving the learning of the Welsh language alongside English across the education system, 
starting in the early years, was the main goal of the 2010 Welsh-medium Education Strategy. In 
2013 this was combined with other guiding educational objectives in an Early Years and Childcare 
Plan (Building a Brighter Future). Staffing regulations are included in The Education (Wales) Act 
2014. Co-operation between the local authorities and relevant social partners is regulated through 
the Education (Wales) Measure 2011.  
 
Scotland  
In terms of childcare provision, The Children (Scotland) Act 1995 marked a significant step in ECEC 
regulation, setting out the duties and powers available to local authorities to support children and 
their families and to intervene when the child's welfare requires it. Early education provision is 
guided by the Education (Scotland) Act 1996, which regulates the funding of early education insti-
tutions. Alongside making provision for children’s rights, The Children and Young People (Scotland) 
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Act 2014 sets down further regulations for the provision of early years services. It also provides a 
framework for creating a more integrated approach towards (childcare) provision for under 3-year 
olds and (education) provision for 3- and 4-year olds.  
 
Northern Ireland  
The main goals of early education are defined in a government document published by the De-
partment of Education in 2013 called Learning to Learn: a Framework for Early Years Education 
and Learning. All children should have the chance to realise their individual potential through high 
quality education and learning experiences in the early years. This includes providing equitable ac-
cess to high quality ECEC; supporting personal, social and emotional development; promoting pos-
itive learning dispositions; enhancing language, cognitive and physical development in young chil-
dren; providing positive early learning experiences, minimising barriers to learning and reducing 
the impact of social exclusion; and encouraging and supporting parents in their role as first and 
ongoing educators.  
Relevant legislation includes the Children (Northern Ireland) Order 1995, which sets out duties of 
the local authorities regarding childcare, and the Education (Northern Ireland) Act 2014, which 
was the basis for replacing the previous five regional Education and Library Boards through the 
Education Authority (see above). 
 

Sources:  Department of Education 2013. 
 EPIC 2016.  
 Eurydice 2016.   

 
 
ECEC entitlement and compulsory enrolment age 
Legal entitlement is regulated differently in each of the four constituent countries. There is no 
universal ECEC entitlement for children younger than 3 years of age. 3- and 4-year olds are enti-
tled to between 10 and 30 hours of free education. Details are shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1  
United Kingdom: Legal entitlement to an ‘education’ place in ECEC provision, 2015 

England 

15 free hours/week for 38 weeks/year for all 3- and 4-year olds (570 hours per year).  
Since 2013, 2-year olds in areas of high disadvantage are also eligible.  
As from September 2017, the free early education entitlement has been extended to 30 
hours per week for 3- and 4-year olds with working parents.  

Wales 
10 free hours/week for 3- and 4-year olds. 
Free part-time provision for 36,000 2-year olds in disadvantaged areas (Flying Start pro-
gramme). 

Scotland 600 free hours/year for 3- and 4-year olds, also for 2-year olds with workless parents. 
Since August 2015, extended to all 2-year olds who are entitled to free meals.  

N. Ireland 12.5 free hours/week during school terms in the year preceding school entry (i.e. for 3-year 
olds).  

 
Attending an ECEC setting is not compulsory in the UK. Statutory schooling begins at 5 in England, 
Wales and Scotland and at 4 in Northern Ireland.  
 

Sources: European Commission, EACEA, and Eurydice 2016. 
 European Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, and Eurostat 2014. 
 Eurydice 2016. 
 Family and Childcare Trust 2015.  
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Main types of provision 

England  
Day nurseries accept children from the age of 3 months up to 5 years. The majority are privately 
run, but there are also some state-maintained nurseries. They are generally open for at least six 
hours a day, and most are open full-day and all the year round.  
Nursery schools/classes provide for 3- and 4-year olds (and disadvantaged 2-year olds) and can be 
state-maintained or private. They are usually open for 38 weeks per year and for six hours daily, 
but where there are wrap-around facilities, opening hours may be extended to ten hours (8:00 to 
18:00). 
Preschools (formerly playgroups) may be run by churches or community organisations but usually 
offer only half-day care, for 2- to 4-year olds 
Reception classes in primary schools are the first class of compulsory schooling. By law, children 
must start statutory education full-time at the beginning of the term following their 5th birthday. 
However, many children in reception classes are only 4 years old (62% in 2015, see Table 3).** As 
part of the school system, they follow the school year and are thus open for 38 weeks annually.  
Children’s centres were introduced in 1997/1998 within the Sure Start initiative as an integrated 
service model combining education for young children and a variety of support facilities for par-
ents. Most are organised by both public and private, non-profit organisations. This innovative form 
of provision, which has inspired several other European countries to establish similar centres (e.g. 
Germany, particularly in North-Rhine Westphalia), has been suffering under radical cuts to the so-
cial budget, particularly since the Conservative government came to power in 2015.  
Child minders (family day carers) provide daycare for many children under the age of 3, and ex-
tended day care for school-age children. They are subject to the same regulatory and inspection 
framework as centre-based providers. The DfE reports that over 46,000 childminders were regis-
tered in 2016. 
 
Table 2 
England: Number of ECEC providers according to type of provision, 2016* 

Type of provision Number of providers 

Full day care 15,800 

Nursery schools 400 

Primary schools with nursery and reception class/es 9,300 

Primary schools with reception but no nursery class/es 8,200 

Childminders 46,600 

 
Wales  
As in England, a variety of settings are available which differ according to age and provider. For the 
youngest these are day nurseries (age-range varies) in the voluntary, private and independent 
sector or registered childminders. 3- and 4-year olds may attend a publicly funded or private-
independent nursery school or nursery class. From age 4, children may attend a full time recep-
tion class in primary school before statutory schooling begins at age 5. Most of the state-
maintained settings are accessible during school term-times only, i.e. 38 weeks/year, and are open 
for roughly six hours daily, whereas day nurseries are mostly open full day and around the year.  
 
Scotland 
ECEC provision for under 3-year olds (e.g. nurseries, playgroups, family centres, childminders) is 
mainly run by private organisations, whereas early education for 3- and 4-year olds is mostly state-
maintained. Nursery classes for 3- and 4-year olds are usually located in primary schools, and 
there are some stand-alone nursery schools. Most of the state-maintained settings are part-time, 
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open either mornings or afternoons, and, like schools, for 38 weeks/year. Most of the private sec-
tor settings align opening times to the needs of families. Family/children’s centres are multi-
purpose service centres for children and their families, including ECEC. 
 
Northern Ireland  
As in Scotland, ECEC provision for under 3-year olds (day nurseries, preschools/playgroups, 
childminders) is run by private agencies. Disadvantaged 2-year olds have the possibility of attend-
ing an ECEC setting attached to the government funded Sure Start programme. In the year preced-
ing statutory schooling, which begins at age 4, children can be enrolled in public or private nursery 
schools, nursery units in primary schools, private nurseries or voluntary playgroups. Nursery 
schools are open for 38 weeks/year for at least 2.5 hours daily. Privately-run provision is usually 
open full day all the year round. Some nursery units in primary schools have an opening hours’ op-
tion of 4.5 hours per day.  
 

Sources: ***Department for Education 2015b.  
 *Department for Education 2017b. 
 **Estyn 2016. 
 European Commission, EACEA, and Eurydice 2016. 
 Eurydice 2016. 
 Moss, P. and J. Bennett 2010.  
 Naumann, I., C. McLean, A. Koslowski, K. Tisdall, and E. Lloyd 2013.   

 
 
Provider structures 

England 
The majority of ECEC provision for 2- and 3-year olds in England is located in the private, voluntary 
and independent sector (see Table 3). In the state-maintained sector, publicly funded nursery clas-
ses and nursery schools for 3- and 4-year olds and primary schools may now also accept (disadvan-
taged) 2-year olds.  
 
Table 3 
England: Relative share of children in ECEC provision according to age and provider type, 2016* 

Provider type 2-year olds 3-year olds 4-year olds 3- and 4-year olds 

Private for-profit/private non-profit (volun-
tary) 84 60 19 38 

Private-independent schools  1 2 2 2 
State-maintained nursery schools 4 4 1 3 
State-maintained nursery classes in primary 
schools 7 31 13 22 

Reception classes in primary schools   63 33 
Direct grant schools   1 1 
Private family day care / childminder 4 2  1 
Total 100 100 100 100 

 
Wales 
As in England, the majority of ECEC providers for children under age 4 in Wales are in the private, 
voluntary and independent sector, including home-based childminding services. Publicly funded 
provision (nursery schools, nursery classes and reception classes in schools) provide places for 3- 
to 4-year olds and 4- to 5-year olds. Welsh-medium settings are usually run by a private organisa-
tion (Mudiad Meithrin), which also organises parent-child groups for children from birth up to 
compulsory school age.  
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Scotland  
The main providers of ECEC settings for under 3-year olds are private/voluntary, whereas provi-
sion for 3- and 4-year olds (nursery schools, nursery classes and family/children’s centres) is main-
ly publicly funded. More recently, some local authorities have been co-operating with and some-
times subsidising private providers. A number of nurseries are attached to private-independent 
schools. Employers may also provide a company nursery/kindergarten for the children of employ-
ees.  
 
Table 4  
Scotland: Number of local authority and partnership settings and number/share of children in each, 2016** 

 Number of  
settings 

Number of  
children 

Under  
2 years 2-year olds 3-year olds 4-year olds 

Local authority 1,563 73,267 792 
(1%)+ 

5,256 
(9%) 

29,384 
(100%) 

57,063 
(98%) Partnership 961 23,694 

Total 2,514 96,961 96,961 
+ Percentage of the age-group in the population 

 
Northern Ireland  
There is no publicly funded ECEC provision for under-3-year olds in Northern Ireland. Nurseries 
and childminders (or nannies) in the private sector have to be registered and are inspected annu-
ally by one of the five regional Health and Social Care Trusts. Free provision for 3-year olds may be 
provided in the complete range of privately-run or publicly funded ECEC settings (see Main forms 
of provision). 4-year olds are in statutory schooling.  
 

Sources: *Department for Education 2015a, 5.  
 Department for Education 2017a. 
 Eurydice 2016. 
 **Scottish Government 2017. 

 
 

Participation rates in regulated provision 
According to own calculations based on 2015 Eurostat data, over 96% of 3- to under 5-year olds in 
the UK were attending some form of ECEC provision, whereas the proportion of under 3-year olds 
was 15%.  

Table 5 
United Kingdom: Enrolment rates and number of children in institutional provision, according to age-groups, 
2015* 

Age-groups number Share in % 

Under 2-year olds 1,595 0.1 

2-year olds 357,329 43.7 

Under 3-year olds 358,924 15.0+ 

3-year olds 797,999 96.7 

4-year olds 780,905 96.1 

3- to under 5-year olds 1,578,904 96.4+ 

0- to under 5-year olds 1,937,828 48.2+ 
+ own calculations based on Eurostat data from 2015 
 

Source:  *Eurostat 2017g, 2017h. 
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Financing and costs for parents 
The UK central government has a Statement of Funding Policy for all policy areas in England and 
for the regional parliaments in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. Funding is transferred as a 
block grant and the regional parliaments decide on their own budget priorities.  
In terms of early childhood education and care, the local authorities have a duty to fund the week-
ly hours of free entitlement set down by law. Parents have to pay for any additional hours spent in 
the setting, usually at a reduced rate (see Table 6).  
 
Table 6 

United Kingdom: Average parental fees1 per month, 2014/15*  

England Full day in nurseries: between 906€ and 1,144€. 
If making use of free entitlement, between 542€ and 700€ in order to stock up to full day.  

Wales Full day in nurseries: 843€. 
If making use of free entitlement, 627€ for an additional 27.5 hours/week. 

Scotland Full day in nursery schools: 866€ (including meals). 
If making use of free entitlement, 520€ for an additional 27.5 hours/week. 

N. Ireland Full day in nurseries: 638€. 
If making use of free entitlement, 439€ for an additional 27.5 hours/week. 

 
England  
The Education Funding Agency in the Department for Education is responsible for the funding of 
education for children aged 3 to 19 years. Since 2011, local authorities have to apply a special 
formula for calculating the subsidies for ECEC providers. Relevant statutory guidance was pub-
lished in 2014 (Early Education and Childcare: Statutory Guidance for Local Authorities). 
 
Wales  
State-maintained ECEC provision is funded over the education budget of the Welsh government. 
Privately-run provision is not granted direct subsidies. 2- and 3-year olds may participate in state-
funded initiatives (e.g. Flying Start or Nurturing Children or Supporting Parents) free of charge. 
Since 2015/16, an additional 300 GBP (342€) is allocated to both state-maintained and non-
maintained providers for every 3- and 4-year old from a low income family through the Early Years 
Pupil Deprivation Grant (EYPDG). To be eligible, learners must be receiving Foundation Phase early 
education for a minimum of ten hours per week in an approved setting (see Curricular Frame-
works). 
 
Scotland  
Local authorities are responsible for 97% of education expenditure in Scotland. In 2013/14, 7% of 
the local authorities’ budget was allocated to early childhood education. Local authorities also 
take over the costs of private provision if this is needed to satisfy the demand in a particular re-
gion. 
  
Northern Ireland 
The majority of funding comes from the education budget of the government of Northern Ireland. 
Grant-aided schools receive direct funding from the Department of Education. Government subsi-
dies are not granted for privately-run provision.  

1 The amounts in Euro refer to the artificial common reference currency unit PPS (Purchase Power Standard) used in the 
European Union to express the volume of economic aggregates for the purpose of cross national comparisons. (Europe-
an Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, and Eurostat 2014, p 156) 
 

© United Kingdom – Key Contextual Data 2017 8 

                                                           



 

 

Sources: *European Commission, EACEA, and Eurydice 2015. 
 European Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, and Eurostat 2014. 
 Eurydice 2016. 

 
 

Staff-child ratios  

England  
Binding staff-child ratios are included in the Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation 
Stage 2014. These are:  
Under 2-year olds: 1 staff member (note: not ‘one qualified member of staff’) for 3  
 children 
2-year olds: 1 : 4 
3-year olds and older: 1 : 8, and if a qualified member of staff is present, then 1 : 13  
4- and 5-year olds: Class size in reception classes in schools is limited to 30 children (1 quali-

fied teacher, 1 qualified teaching assistant).  
Home-based settings: 1 : 6 
An exception is made for pre-school groups of 3- to 5-year olds allowing for a ratio of 2:26 during 
core/ school hours if the group is led by a teacher with EYTS or QTS plus a level 3 EQF qualified as-
sistant. 
 
Wales 
There are no binding requirements regarding staff-child ratios. The following are recommended 
regulations:  
Under 1-year olds: 1 : 3 (maximum group size 11) 
1-year olds:  1 : 3 (maximum group size 12) 
2-year olds:  1 : 4 (maximum group size 12) 
3-year olds:  1 : 8 (maximum group size 26) 
4-year olds:  1 : 8 (maximum group size 30) 
5- to 7-year olds: 1 : 15 (maximum group size 30) 
Home-based settings: 1 : 6 
 
Scotland  
National Care Standards regulate group size which varies according to the number of adults in the 
group.  
The following are recommended regulations for staff-child ratios: 
Under one-year olds: 1 staff member for 3 children 
1-year olds:  1 : 3 
2-year olds:  1 : 5 
3-year olds:  1 : 8 
4-year olds:   1 : 8 
In part-time settings, 1 staff member may be responsible for 10 children.  
Home-based settings: 1 : 6 
 
Northern Ireland  
The recommended staff-child ratio in full-time state-maintained provision is 2 members of staff 
for 26 children. One of these must be a qualified teacher, the other a qualified teaching assistant. 
Private provision has to comply with the legal requirement of 1 staff member for 8 children, and if 
necessary ensure the support of a suitably qualified member of staff. The groups of 3-year olds in 
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the year preceding statutory schooling at age 4 must comprise at least 8 children, the assumption 
being that a certain size of group is necessary for effective learning. The staff-child-ratio for chil-
dren under 1 year and 1 year olds is 1:3, for 2 year olds 1:4, for 3 year olds 1:8 and the recom-
mended ratio for home-based settings is 1 : 6. 
 

Sources: European Commission, EACEA, and Eurydice 2016. 
 Eurydice 2016.  

 
 

Curricular Frameworks 

England  
Both public and private ECEC settings are obliged to work according to the curricular framework 
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) for children from birth to 5, last revised in 2014. The statutory 
framework includes the requirements that service providers have to comply with in order to guar-
antee the well-being and safety of the children. 17 learning goals are embedded in three general 
areas of learning (communication and language; physical development; personal, social and emo-
tional development), especially for children under 3 years and four specific ones (literacy; mathe-
matics; understanding the world; expressive arts and design), mostly for older children. Recom-
mended modes of learning are both adult-led and child-initiated. Particular emphasis is placed on 
play and exploration, active learning, and creative and critical thinking.  
 
Wales  
In Wales, the curricular framework for 3- to 7-year olds is called the Foundation Phase, last revised 
in 2015. It applies to all ECEC settings, whether maintained or non-maintained. It includes seven 
areas of learning: personal and social development; well-being and cultural diversity; language 
and communication skills; mathematical development; the Welsh language; knowledge of the 
world; physical and creative development. Learning goals and outcomes are defined for each of 
these areas.  
The Flying Start initiative aims to provide under 4-year olds from disadvantaged backgrounds with 
a better transition to the Foundation Phase. Flying Start focuses not only on educational aspects 
but also on supporting parents and health issues. 
 
Scotland  
The Scottish Curriculum for Excellence is the educational framework for children aged 3 to 18 
years, regardless of the setting. The first stage of the Curriculum encompasses pre-primary educa-
tion and the first two years of primary school. Principles for early education within the Curriculum 
for Excellence are set out in a government document Building the Curriculum 2 – Active Learning 
in the Early Years (2007). The main modes of learning outlined are: spontaneous and purposeful 
play; investigating and exploring; events and life experiences; focused learning and teaching. Ex-
periences and outcomes in eight curricular areas are emphasized for the age range 3-15: expres-
sive arts; health and well-bring; languages (including literacy, English and a foreign language); 
mathematics (including numeracy); religious and moral education; sciences; social studies; tech-
nologies.  
Some local authorities have been developing their own educational frameworks based on the 
above to cover the age-range birth to 5, thus taking into account the proposed integrated concept 
of ECEC set out in The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014.  
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Northern Ireland  
All ECEC settings (both centre-based and home-based) which include 3- and 4-year olds are 
obliged to follow the Curricular Guidance for Pre-School Education 2006. An emphasis is placed on 
each child having the opportunity to develop his or her individual potential. Six areas of learning 
are foregrounded: the arts; personal, social and emotional development; physical development 
and movement; language development; early mathematical experiences; the world around us. It is 
aimed that the government framework Learning to Learn: A Framework for Early Years Education 
and Learning, published by the Department of Education in 2013, should be fully realised by 2016. 
The Sure Start Developmental Programme for 2-3 Year Olds ensures access for the most disadvan-
taged 2-year olds.  
 

Sources: European Commission, EACEA, and Eurydice 2016. 
 Eurydice 2016.  

 
 

Inclusion agenda  
Children with special educational needs and disabilities 
Children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) have traditionally been included in 
mainstream provision as far as possible. Special education institutions exist for those children who 
cannot be given the necessary support in regular provision. 
 
Population with a background of migration 
In 2016, 14% of the total population in the UK were born abroad. Nearly 9% of the total popula-
tion and 7.5% of the child population under 5 years of age had non-British nationality. Around half 
(56.4%) of the population with non-British nationality and 62% of the child population under 5 
came from one of the EU28 countries.* 
In 2016, the five most common countries of birth were Poland, India, Pakistan, Republic of Ireland 
and Romania.6% of persons with non-British nationality came from EU countries and 4% from 
non-EU countries, 2% of the latter from Asia***. 
 
England  
According to the Children and Families Act 2014, local authorities (education and health units) 
have a duty to ensure that each child with SEND can attend maintained provision, i.e. in the case 
of children below school age, maintained nursery provision. Each setting must provide each child 
the special educational provision which his or her particular needs demand and ensure that the 
child can engage in the general activities of the setting together with children who do not have 
special educational needs. Guidance published by the Department for Education and the Depart-
ment of Health in 2015 (Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice: 0 to 25 years) 
recommends a four-step procedure: assessing, planning, acting and evaluating. Each maintained 
setting has a Special Educational Needs Coordinator, SENCO) whose task is to sensitise and sup-
port the centre staff for this work and to co-operate closely with parents and external specialists. 
For children whose home language is not English, the Statutory Framework for the EYFS**** re-
quires providers to “take reasonable steps to provide opportunities for children to develop and 
use their home language in play and learning, supporting their language development at home.” 
Providers are also expected to ensure that children have opportunities to reach a good standard in 
the English language during the EYFS. Practitioners are expected to assess children’s skills in Eng-
lish. 
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Wales 
In June 2015, a Draft Additional Learning Needs and Educational Tribunal (Wales) Bill set out pro-
posals for a new legislative system for supporting children and young people, aged 0-25, who have 
additional learning needs. One of the proposals is to create an individual developmental plan for 
each child. Maintained settings have a duty to provide a centre-specific plan for providing for chil-
dren with additional learning needs and to employ an appropriate co-ordinator. Children with ad-
ditional learning needs have priority when allocating places.  
There are currently 39 special education institutions in Wales for children up to age 16. 

Scotland  
Under the Education (Additional Support for Learning), Scotland, Acts 2004/2009), local authorities 
have a duty to ensure that each child with special learning needs is provided with an individual 
support plan. A number of special education institutions exist, often attached to regular main-
tained provision. Sometimes these provide possibilities for overnight stays. In 2016, a total of 
10,860 (11%) of children in local authority and partnership ECEC settings were registered as having 
special needs**. 
In 2016, a total of 8,380 (9%) of children in local authority and partnership settings were regis-
tered as having a family language other than English**. The local authorities provide English 
courses for children with a background of migration.  

Northern Ireland  
The Special Educational Needs and Disability Order 2005, SENDO emphasizes that these children 
should be included in mainstream provision. Each child receives an annually reviewed Statement 
of special educational needs, which entitles him or her to the appropriate support.  
Settings which include Traveller children or children from Roma families are provided with addi-
tional subsidies from the Department of Education.  

Sources: ****Department for Education. 2017c, 9. 
*Eurostat 2017f.
Eurydice 2016. 
***ONS 2017. 
**Scottish Government 2017. 

Monitoring – Evaluation – Research 
England 
Each child’s progress is recorded according to the seven learning areas in the Early Years Founda-
tion Stage (EYFS) curricular framework. Two assessments are obligatory: one for 2-year olds and 
one at the end of the reception class in primary school. A Baseline Assessment for 4- to 5-year olds 
at the beginning of reception is currently being commissioned . The assessment of 2-year olds is 
seen as a way of noticing potential developmental needs in order to provide additional support. 
ECEC providers are obliged to inform parents in a short written report about the progress of their 
2- to 3-year old children (particularly in the areas communication and language; physical devel-
opment; and personal, social and emotional development). The report may also be passed on to 
the reception class teacher when the child starts school. The assessment instrument Early Years 
Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP), that follows the regulations of the Standards and Testing Agen-
cy, must be completed at the latest at the end of June of the year in which the child has his or her 
fifth birthday. It provides an overview of the child’s abilities and skills, his or her progress related 
to specific learning goals and an assessment of his or her ‘school readiness’. All providers who re-
ceive state subsidies have been obliged to complete the EYFSP. However, as from September 2016 
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the profile isl no longer compulsory. According to the Education Act, the assessments should be 
sent to the local authorities who then pass them on to the Department for Education. Plans are in 
place for introducing alternative forms of assessment in reception classes as from 2017. 
The EYFSP is also the regulatory and quality framework for the providers of learning, development 
and care arrangements for children between birth and the end of the year in which they turn 5. 
Provider evaluations and staff assessments are carried out by Ofsted. Between April and August 
2015, Ofsted* conducted 11,272 inspections, 4,393 in centre-based settings and 6,519 in the 
home-based provision of registered childminders. In 9,556 cases, a ‘full inspection’ took place. This 
involves an assessment of the overall quality of provision, of leadership qualities, of children’s 
well-being and of the attention given to individual children’s needs. Roughly two-thirds of the set-
tings were judged to be ‘good’, whereas only between 15% and 21% were considered to be ‘excel-
lent’.  
England has a long tradition of longitudinal studies focusing on children’s development over time 
and on the effects of early childhood settings on children’s later school achievements. Two of the-
se studies – the EPPE (EPPSE) project (http://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/research/featured-
research/effective-pre-school-primary-secondary-education-project) and the National Evaluation 
of Sure Start (NESS) (http://www.ness.bbk.ac.uk) and their influence on early childhood policies in 
England (and Wales), as well as follow-up studies – are presented in detail in Melhuish (2016)**.  
 
Wales  
Child-related assessment is included in the ten-year plan of the Welsh government Building a 
Brighter Future (2013). An assessment framework for children from birth to 7 (Early Years Devel-
opment and Assessment Framework, EYDAF) has been drawn up for use in all types of provision. 
Since September 2015, an Early Years Outcomes Framework provides a general framework of pro-
gress indicators. An observation-based measure (Foundation Phase Profile) helps staff to assess 
the progress of 3- to 7-year olds on an ongoing basis. Most staff complete an assessment of chil-
dren at the end of their time in ECEC provision, although they are not obliged to by law.  
Since 2015, the National Curriculum requires a baseline assessment of children within six weeks of 
starting school, and again at the end of the first year in school.  
Inspections are carried out by Estyn, Her Majesty's Inspectorate for Education and Training in 
Wales. In 2015, only nine of the 645 ECEC settings were judged to be ‘excellent’, and 86% were 
considered to be ‘good’.  
 
Scotland 
Children’s individual progress is assessed, discussed with parents and taken into account when 
planning the next educational steps. An increasing number of staff provide written reports for 
parents and the primary school teacher. A number of local authorities have developed their own 
assessment procedures.  
 
Northern Ireland  
There is no obligation for staff to assess children’s progress during their time in ECEC provision be-
fore entering statutory schooling. However, both child-related assessment and informing parents 
of progress are included as recommendations in the curricular framework.  
 

Sources: Estyn 2016. 
 Eurydice 2016. 
 **Melhuish 2016. 
 Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M. J. Neuman 2010. 
 *Ofsted 2015.  
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Parental leave arrangements 
Maternity leave is granted for 52 weeks and may start 11 weeks before the expected birth date. 
Two weeks after birth are compulsory. Six weeks are paid at 90% of average income, and either a 
weekly lump sum of GBP140.98 [160€] is paid for an additional 33 weeks or 90% of the weekly 
gross income, whichever is the lower. The remaining 13 weeks are unpaid. The requirement for 
payment of allowances is a 26-week period of continuous employment before the 15th week pre-
ceding birth.  
Fathers may take one or two weeks of Paternity leave paid with a weekly lump sum of GBP140.98 
[160€] or 90% of average weekly income if this is lower. These two weeks must be taken within 56 
days after the child’s birth.  
Each parent is entitled to 18 weeks unpaid parental leave per child. However, these cannot be 
taken in one block. Not more than four weeks may be taken in any one year unless the parent’s 
employer agrees to an alternative arrangement. This leave can be taken up to the child’s 18th 
birthday.  
In 2010, 77% of mothers returned to work after 12 to 18 months following birth. In 2010, 50% of 
fathers took the two-week entitlement, only 16% took a longer leave. No more recent information 
about the take-up of leaves is available. 

Sources: O’Brien, M. and A. Koslowski 2017. 
OECD 2017. 

Historical highlights and shifts 
1816 Robert Owen opens one of the first ECEC settings for the workers employed in his cotton 

mills in New Lanark, Scotland, including children as young as 18 months.  
1870/1872 Elementary Education Act (England): 5 years is established as school starting age. 
1911 Rachel and Margaret Macmillan found an open day nursery school in London (Deptford), 

providing for physical, educational and social needs of 2- to 8- or 9-year olds. Subse-
quent but limited expansion of nursery provision.  

1914- 
1918 

Expansion of day nurseries during WWI, but numbers fall again afterwards (only 108 set-
tings by 1938). 

1939 – 1945 Further expansion in England and Wales during WWII, with numbers increasing from 
194 (1941) to 1,559 (1944).  

1944 Education Act (England) requires that local authorities provide early education for 3- to 
5-year olds. After the war the requirement is changed to provide only for children in ex-
ceptional circumstances. 

Post 1944 Gradual expansion of ECEC provision. 
1960s Increasing admission of 4-year olds into reception classes in primary schools; start of the 

parent-led voluntary playgroup movement. 
1989 Children Act (England) emphasizes a targeted approach, i.e. ECEC provision only for fam-

ilies ‘in need’; in Scotland, a duty is also placed on local authorities in 1995 to provide for 
families in need. 

1980s Rapid growth of private for-profit provision as maternal employment increases. 
1997 The New Labour government initiates policy initiatives to increase equality of opportuni-

ty and reduce child poverty: early childhood education and care becomes a government 
priority for the first time.  

1998 Sure Start is introduced – a targeted intervention programme for children under age 4 
and their families, aimed at better co-ordination of services; extended in 2000 to reach 
more children living in poverty; introduction of entitlement to free part-time early edu-
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cation for 4-year olds. 
2000 Introduction of first curricular framework for work with 3- to 5-year olds (Curriculum 

Guidance for the Foundation Stage). 
2003 First official recommendations for work with the under-threes (Birth to Three Matters). 
2004 Expansion of (Sure Start) Children’s Centres in England (32); entitlement to free part-

time early education extended to 3-year olds; introduction of 10-year childcare strategy 
Every Child Matters. 

2006 First-ever Childcare Act setting out plans for a combined curricular framework for work 
with 0- to 5-year olds. 

2008 England: Introduction of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) – curricular and struc-
tural standards for all approved settings for under 5-year olds. 

2008 Scotland: Introduction of a Common Framework with the local authorities (Getting it 
Right for Every Child) – a strategic 10-point programme to ensure all children the best 
start in life. 

2010 Scotland: Curriculum for Excellence for 3- to 18-year olds introduced. 
2012 EYFS revised and shortened, mainly for providers (EYFS Statutory Framework) 
2013/2014 In England: entitlement to free part-time early education extended to 2-year olds, first 

to 20% and then to 40% of the most disadvantaged families. 
2017 In England: 15 hours of free provision extended to 30 hours for families whose parents 

work more than 16 hours 

Sources:  Moss, P. and J. Bennett 2010. 
Naumann, I., C. McLean, A. Koslowski, K. Tisdall and E. Lloyd. 2013. 
Oberhuemer, P, I. Schreyer, and M.J. Neumann 2010.  

Current challenges for the system of Early Childhood Education and Care in 
the United Kingdom  
Country expert assessment by Liz Brooker 

As this report has shown, the four nations of the UK now find themselves differently positioned 
with regard to ECEC, as well as with regard to political, economic, social and cultural matters in 
general. Nevertheless it remains the case that England, with over 55 million of the UK’s total popu-
lation of 65 million, faces the most complex and significant challenges, which are reported in this 
section. Whereas all four nations, in common with others in the EU area, are struggling to meet 
the issues arising from funding constraints and rapidly changing professional roles and training, 
English ECEC finds itself in particularly challenging circumstances as a result of fundamental 
changes in ideology and policy on the part of successive governments. 
1. Early childhood policy in the years from 1997-2010 was a key priority of the then Labour gov-

ernment, which invested in long-term and large-scale research projects (e.g. Sylva et al 2010,
Mathers et al 2014) aimed at identifying the most ‘effective’ forms of provision in terms of
young children’s experiences and outcomes. The focus of these research projects became one
of ‘quality’ and their findings were clear: children under 5 years of age benefited most from
properly funded provision which combined education and care, which was led by trained
teachers and which offered a balance of free play and adult-led activities. Legislation during
these years resulted in a steady increase in teacher-led provision and a steady focus on chil-
dren’s experience. In the years since 2010, Conservative-led governments have reversed the
focus on ECEC as a benefit for children, and have aimed instead to create services which allow
parents to work. This change of direction is described in recent research reports, notably from
the Sutton Trust (Waldfogel and Stewart 2017) as a shift from quality to quantity: children
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aged 3 and 4 whose parents are working are now entitled to 30 hours of free ‘childcare’ a 
week, to enable their parents to move into employment (children with a non-working parent 
are offered only 15 hours). But the nature of this ‘childcare’ no longer resembles the high-
quality education and care standards set during the previous regime. The requirement for a 
teacher to be present in a non-school setting has been removed, and there is a move to allow 
nursery and reception classes in schools to be led by non-teachers. The Sutton Trust con-
cludes that these moves are sharply increasing the inequality between more and less privi-
leged groups of children, as the children of poorer working parents increasingly spend longer 
hours in poor-quality provision. 

2. Government funding for the 30-hours free provision has been independently evaluated as 
well below the level required to create new places in existing settings, or to encourage the 
creation of new (PVI) settings. With the launch of the scheme in September 2017, it was re-
ported that many existing settings had chosen not to offer the expanded provision, and in 
consequence that many parents were unable to find a place for their child. 

3. Frequent changes to the IPS of those working in ECEC (documented in the accompanying 
ECEC Workforce Profile) have failed to remedy the failings and shortages they were designed 
to address. The latest shift, from Early Years Professional Status to Early Years Teacher Status 
(without QTS) was intended to supply more ‘teachers’ without providing them with the same 
pay and conditions as Primary Teachers with an Early Years specialism. The intention was to 
expand the well-qualified workforce, but more cheaply than with a qualified-teacher work-
force. However, the take-up of training for the new EYT status was slow, and has declined 
year on year, so that currently only 600 of the planned 2500 training places have been taken 
up, and many HEI providers are closing their courses. ECEC in England is set to fall way below 
the proposed standards of qualification in the next few years. 

 

Sources: Mathers, S. et al. 2014. 
 Sylva, K. 2010. 
 Waldfogel, J. and K. Stewart 2017.  

 
 

Demographic data 

 
Population 
In the year 2016 there were well over 65 million persons (65,648,100) resident in the United King-
dom. Over the past 20 years, the total population has risen continuously (1995: 57,943,472; 2005: 
60,182,050).  
The following national statistics of the total population shows the population of the constituent 
countries over time (Table 7).  
 
Table 7  
United Kingdom: Overall population and population of constituent countries 1995-2016* 

 1995 2005 2016 

United Kingdom 58,024,800  60,413,300  65,648,100 
England 48,383,500  50,606,000  55,258,100 
Wales 2,888,500  2,969,300  3,113,200 
Scotland 5,103,700  5,110,200  5,404,700 
Northern Ireland 1,649,100  1,727,700  1,862,100 
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Children under age 5 
Since compulsory schooling begins at age 5 in Great Britain (at age 4 in Northern Ireland), some 
data in the following sections will refer to children up to age 5 only (and not up to age 6, as in 
most other countries).  
In 2014, 3.8% of the total population in the UK were children under 3 years of age. Children up to 
school entry age accounted for 6.3%. This represents a higher proportion of young children than 
the EU average, and has done for the past 20 years.  

Table 8 
United Kingdom: Relative share of children under 5 years of age compared with the total population, 2016  

 Number of children 

Under 1-year olds 780,408 

1-year olds 782,977 

2-year olds 797,540 

 Total under 3-year olds 2,360,925 

3-year olds 822,208 

4-year olds 817,245 

 Total 3- to under 5-year olds 1,652,772 

Total 0- to under 5-year olds 4,013,697 

 

Table 9 
United Kingdom: Children under 5 years of age – share in total population compared with EU states, 1995 to 2016, in 
%++ 

 1995 ∅ EU152 2005 ∅ EU25 2016 ∅ EU28 

Under 3-year olds 3.9 3.3 3.4 3.1 3.6 3.1 

3- to under 5-year olds 2.7 2.3 2.2 2.1 2.5 2.1 

0- to under 5-year olds 6.6 5.7 5.7 5.2 6.1 5.1 
++own calculations, deviations due to roundings 

 

Sources: Eurostat 2017a. 
 *ONS 2017. 

 
 

Single households with children under age 6 
In 2015, three-quarters (75.8%) of households with children under age 6 in the United Kingdom 
were couple households. Single households with under-6-year olds accounted for 11.4% of all 
households. These were almost exclusively single mother households (10.5%). 
 
Table 11  
United Kingdom: Households with children under age 6, 2015 

Household type Total households Total households, in per cent* 

All households 7,629,800  

Couple households 5,783,400 75.8 

2 The 1995 data are for the EU15 countries at the time (AT, BE, DK, DE, IE, EL, ES, F, FI, IT, LU, NL, PT, SE, UK); the 2005 
data (EU25) also include CY, CZ, EE, HU, LV, LT, MT, PL, SI, SK. Data for 2014 include the additional EU28 countries BG, 
RO und HR. 
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Household type Total households Total households, in per cent* 

Other household type 975,500 12.8 

Single households, total 871,000 11.4 

Single households, women 801,800 10.5 

Single households, men 69,200 0.9 
* own calculations 
 

Source: Eurostat 2017e.  

 
 
Employment rates of parents with children under age 6 
The labour force participation rates of men and women (15-64 years) in the United Kingdom in 
2015 were 77.6% and 72.7% respectively. In 2015, 62.5% of all women and 90.5% of all men with 
children under age 6 were employed. In both cases, the employment rates are above the EU28 
average. 
 
Table 12 
United Kingdom: Employment rates of parents with children under age 6 compared with other EU states, 2005-2015 

  Mothers, in % Fathers, in % 

United Kingdom 

2005 56.3 89.3 

2010 58.2 87.6 

2015 62.3 90.5 

European Union 

EU15 – 2005 56.2 90.0 

EU27 – 2010 58.2 86.6 

EU28 - 2015 61.0 87.3 

Highest rate of em-
ployment 

2005 Slovenia – 76.8 Cyprus – 95.3 

2010 Slovenia – 76.7 Netherlands – 93.5 

2015 Sweden – 78.9 Malta/Czech Republic – 93.0 

Lowest rate of em-
ployment 

2005 Malta – 29.3 Bulgaria – 72.4 

2010 Hungary – 32,7 Latvia – 74.8 

2015 Hungary – 38.8 Bulgaria – 77.3 

 

Sources: Eurostat 2017b, 2017c. 
 Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M.J. Neuman 2010. 

 
 

Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion3 
In 2015, nearly one third (31.6%) of children under the age of 6 were at risk of poverty or social 
exclusion. This was significantly higher than the EU average (24.7%) for the same age group. This 

3 ‘At risk of poverty or social exclusion’ refers to the situation of people either at risk of poverty (threshold set at 60 % of 
the national median equivalised disposable income after social transfers), or severely materially deprived or living in a 
household with a very low work intensity. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
fexplained/index.php/Glossary:At_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion_(AROPE) 
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share is the third highest among the EU28 countries. 23.5% of the total population were at risk of 
poverty or social exclusion.  
 

Source: Eurostat 2017d. 
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