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Introduction 

 
 

The issue of ECEC services is recently receiving greater attention in the EU framework. This 
subject has long been an important part of the EU’s social and economic policy and of the gender 
equality policy. At the Barcelona Council of 2002 it was agreed to establish a common target to be 
reached by EU States, which was specifically the coverage of 33% of places in ECEC services for 
children from birth to 3 years as well as 90% for 3 to 6 year olds. 
Such a decision shows an important commitment that EU States agreed to undertake, however this 

quantitative goal was not accompanied by any qualitative specifications. 
Also for this reason the European Network of National Observatories on Childhood 

(ChildONEurope) decided to promote a discussion focusing on the provision of the ECEC services in 
the EU countries, in particular by organizing a Seminar on the subject and by requesting information 
on its partners’ policies. 
 
The present publication is composed of two parts: the first is made up of the proceedings of the 

ChildONEurope Seminar on ECEC services held on 28th January 2010 at the Istituto degli Innocenti in 
Florence. The second is an integrated review of the most important findings emerging from some key 
reports by international organizations on ECEC services and was commissioned to the Istituto degli 
Innocenti – as body performing the functions of ChildONEurope Secretariat – by the Belgian 
Presidency of the EU (July – December 2010) that made the ECEC services one of its priorities.  
 
The ChildONEurope Seminar on early childhood education and care services and promotion of 

social inclusion aimed at providing a forum for knowledge exchange among the ChildONEurope 
partners and other key international governmental and non governmental bodies involved in this field, 
in particular concerning a comparative analysis of the EU situation focusing both on qualitative and 
quantitative aspects.  
More specifically, the Seminar is aimed at promoting reflection on the impact that such services can 

have in nurturing social inclusion and fighting the risk of social exclusion of socially disadvantaged 
children as well as migrant children in a framework of a universal access to services. 
The proceedings reproduced in this publication gather the speakers’ interventions as well as the 

working groups reports, focusing on children’s identity and the quality of ECEC services, access to 
ECEC services, costs and fees for families with special attention to migrant and socially disadvantaged 
children and promotion of children’s rights, development of services and prevention of social exclusion.  
 
The second part is made up of a review of the most important European reports on the subjects 

drafted by the international organizations. This review has the aim of facilitating the discussion on 
ECEC services policies during the meeting of the Intergovernmental Group L’Europe de l’Enfance, to be 
held in Antwerp on 8-10 September 2010 and the Meeting of Ministers responsible for childhood, to 
be held in Brussels on 15-16 November 2010. Fulfilling this objective, the second part of this 
publication was elaborated with the intention to provide policy makers and governmental 
representatives with concise indications regarding, from a qualitative point of view, the main 
challenges that European governments face today when setting up effective ECEC services and 
integrated policies.  



 

 



 

 

Part 1 
Proceedings of the ChidONEurope Seminar 
on ECEC Services 
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1.1 The ongoing transition of child care 
      in the economically advanced countries 

Leonardo Menchini∗  

1.1.1 Introduction1 

In economically advanced countries, more than three quarters of children from three-to-six year-
old are in some form of early childhood education and care services. For the under three, the 
proportion of children attending early childhood education and care services is around 25%, rising to 
more than 50% in some countries. Furthermore, in the last decade some countries have also seen a 
rapid increase in the numbers of children under 1 being cared for outside the home. 
These figures indicate a veritable “childcare transition”; for the first time in OECD countries a 

majority of children under 6 is spending a significant part of their time in some form of out-of-home 
childcare. 

1.1.2 The transition drivers 

The change in child care reflects rapidly occurring major social transformations in rich countries, 
including demographic and economic changes. 
On the whole, the “childcare transition” reflects progress and new opportunities for women. In 

2007 more than half of all mothers in economically advanced countries were employed outside the 
home, with employment rates growing with the age of the youngest child in the family (see figure 1). 
But in part, it also reflects new necessities and economic insecurity in growingly unequal societies. 

Social-economic research in rich countries not only shows that in most countries, families with 
younger children are at greater risk of poverty than the rest of the families but also that two sources of 
income for the household are sometimes barely sufficient for a family to avoid poverty: in this context, 
the poorer the family, the greater the pressure on mothers to return to work as soon as possible after 
birth, often to unskilled, low-paid jobs. 
Moreover the policy promotion and support of childcare services in the industrialized world seems 

to mainly reflect wider economic concerns more than the actual promotion of well-being of mothers 
and children. In fact, more women in the workforce means higher GDP, higher tax revenues, and 
reduced welfare bills. Pure and simple quantitative goals for childcare services, like the EU “Barcelona 
targets”2 established in 2002, seem to respond to the needs of the economy more than reflecting a real 
concern for the rights of children and their families. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

                                                             
∗ Programme Specialist, UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre. 
1 This note reports some of the key findings of the UNICEF Innocenti Report Card 8 (2008) and its background research. For the 

complete references, see the list at the end of the article. The findings, interpretations and conclusions expressed in this article 

are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the policy or views of UNICEF. 
2
 The Barcelona targets affirm that, by 2010, the EU member states should provide childcare for 90% of children between 3 

years old and the age of mandatory education, and for 33% of children under 3 years of age. 
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Figure 1. Maternal employment rate by age of the youngest child, 2007Figure 1. Maternal employment rate by age of the youngest child, 2007Figure 1. Maternal employment rate by age of the youngest child, 2007Figure 1. Maternal employment rate by age of the youngest child, 2007    

 
 

Source: adapted from the OECD Family Database, accessed July 2010 

Note: data labeled “3-5 years” for Iceland and Australia refer to “less than 5 years”. Year 2006 for Switzerland, 2005 for Australia, Japan, New 
Zealand and the United States, 2002 for Iceland, 2001 for Canada and 1999 for Denmark. Countries are ordered according to decreasing 
value of the employment rate of mothers with the youngest child aged between 3 and 5 years. 

1.1.3 The neuroscience revolution 

While the “child care transition” occurs, neuro-science research results increase the understanding 
of the importance of cognitive, physical and relational development in early childhood. Scientific 
awareness on the sequence of ‘sensitive periods’ in the brain development during early childhood as 
well as the developmental importance of ‘serve and return’ relationships with carers, are key 
contributions of neuro-science to the debate on early childhood services in economically advanced 
countries. Care and education are co-essential and should be conceived as a continuum process. 
Scientific research also highlights the importance of the quality of care, the interaction with adults and 
of the role of love as a foundation for intellectual and emotional development. The quality and 
quantity of early interaction with family members and carers have a critical role in shaping the stress 
management mechanism. All that converges in supporting that loving, stable and stimulating 
relationships with parents and caregivers in early childhood is crucially important for the development 
of the child. 

1.1.4 The potential for good and the potential for harm 

The occurring transition, supported by a growing base of scientific knowledge, has an important 
positive potential for children and the societies where they live. The interaction with childcare 
professionals and with other children can enhance children’s cognitive, linguistic, social and emotional 
development. Potential benefits are even more important for children with poorer economic 
backgrounds, contributing to reduce the intergenerational transmission of social disparities. Moreover 
childcare services can help immigrant children or children from ethnic minorities with integration and 
language skills. 
But the potential for harm in the child care transition is equally evident. Research highlights that 

poor quality care has a clear potential for immediate and long term harm for children. In particular, a 
low quality, out-of-home childcare that is ‘too early and for too long’ can be damaging for child 
development, in particular during the key stages of formation of the stress managing mechanisms. 
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In extreme cases, there is a danger that the positive potential will mainly benefit children from more 
affluent families, while the potential harm would be at the expense of children from disadvantaged 
families, which face higher pressures for mothers to go back to work soon after the birth of the child 
and have less economic resources to access higher quality services. In such a scenario, the positive 
potential would be reversed, and childcare would risk becoming a source of increasing inequality 
instead of an equalizing factor. 

1.1.5 Understanding and monitoring the child care transition in economically 
advanced countries 

Early childhood services have increased relevance in economically advanced countries. The policy 
approaches, however, vary from country to country, and also within each country. 
The Innocenti Report Card 8 investigates the reality of child care services in OECD countries by 

looking at key aspects, including the overall policy framework, the participation in/inclusion of the out-
of-home services, their quality and the investment made by the government on early childhood policies 
as well as other key indicators of wellbeing and access to services for very young children. 
A comparison was made between 25 economically advanced countries, by proposing 10 

benchmarks covering the above mentioned aspects. The benchmarks were formulated in terms of a 
minimum target value for each of the relevant indicators. Minimum standards for each benchmark 
were fixed to reflect what is achievable in rich countries (because it is actually achieved in several 
countries included in the comparison) in terms of quality, quantity and inclusiveness of early childhood 
services. 

The 10 benchmarks of the Innocenti Report Card 83333 

The 10 benchmarks proposed by the Report Card are organized into 4 main groups: a group 
reflecting the policy framework (benchmarks 1 and 2), a group on access (3 and 4), one on quality (5, 
6, 7 and 8), and a final group on the supporting context (9 and 10). 

 

A - Policy Framework 
 

Benchmark 1. A minimum entitlement to paid parental leave 

The minimum proposed standard is that, on the birth of a child, one parent be entitled to at least a 
year’s leave (to include prenatal leave) at 50% of their salary (subject to upper and lower limits). For 
parents who are unemployed or self-employed, the income entitlement should not be less than the 
minimum wage or the level of social assistance. At least two weeks parental leave should be specifically 
reserved for fathers. 

 

Benchmark 2. A national plan with priority for disadvantaged children 

All countries taking part in the childcare transition should have undertaken extensive research and 
evolved a coherent national strategy to ensure that the benefits of early childhood education and care 
are fully available, especially for disadvantaged children4. 

 

B - (Quantitative) access to early childhood education and care services 
 

Benchmark 3. A minimum level of childcare provision for under-threes 

The minimum proposed is that subsidized and regulated childcare services should currently be 
available for at least 25% of children under the age of three. 
 

                                                             
3 For a detailed description of the benchmarks and for a critical reflection on the challenges in standard-setting in the early 

childhood field, see also Bennett (2008b). 
4 This aspect of early childhood services cannot currently be assessed and compared in a satisfactory way. Rather than omit such 

a critical factor, benchmark 2 of the Innocenti Report Card 8 records, as a proxy measure, whether governments have at least 

drawn up a national plan for the organization and financing of early childhood services 
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Benchmark 4. A minimum level of access for four-year-olds 

The minimum proposed is that at least 80% of four-year-olds participate in publicly subsidized and 
qualified early education services for a minimum of 15 hours per week. 

 

C - Quality of early childhood education and care services 
 

Benchmark 5. A minimum level of training for all staff 

The minimum proposed is that at least 80% of staff having significant contact with young children, 
including neighbourhood and home-based child caregivers, should have relevant training. As a 
minimum, all staff should complete an induction course. A move towards pay and working conditions 
in line with the wider teaching or social care professions should also be envisaged. 

 

Benchmark 6. A minimum proportion of staff with higher level education and training 

The minimum proposed is that at least 50% of staff in early education centres supported and 
accredited by governmental agencies should have a minimum of three years tertiary education with a 
recognized qualification in early childhood studies or related fields. 

 

Benchmark 7. A minimum staff-to-child ratio  

The minimum proposed is that the ratio of preschool children age four to five to trained staff 
(educators and assistants) should not be greater than 15 to 1, and that group size should not exceed 24 
children. 

 

Benchmark 8. A minimum level of public funding 

The suggested minimum for the level of public spending on early childhood education and care (for 
children aged 0 to 6 years) should not be less than 1% of the Gross Domestic Product. 

 

This first set of eight benchmarks is supplemented by two further indicators designed to 
acknowledge and reflect wider social and economic factors critical for the efficiency of early childhood 
services.  

 

D - Low child poverty and universal outreach of social services 
 

Benchmark 9. A low level of child poverty 

Child poverty rate of less than 10%5. 
 

Benchmark 10. Universal outreach of social services6 
The benchmark of ‘universal outreach’ is considered to have been met if a country has fulfilled at 

least two of the following three requirements: a) the rate of infant mortality is less than 4 per 1000 live 
births b) the proportion of babies born with low birth weight (below 2500 grams) is less than 6% and c) 
the immunisation rate for 12 to 23 month-olds (averaged over measles, polio and DPT3 vaccination) is 
more than 95%.  

 

The review of data and policy frameworks for 25 economically advanced countries is summarized in 
figure 2, which provides a modified version of the League Table of the Innocenti Report Card 8. For each 
country, comparable data for the relevant indicators was collected (with information mainly referring 
to the years around 2005) and evaluated against the proposed benchmarks. The sky-blue cells in the 
figure indicate that the individual benchmark has been achieved by the concerned country. Countries 
are then ranked according to the number of achieved benchmarks. 

 

                                                             
5 The definition of child poverty is that used by the OECD – i.e. the percentage of children growing up in families in which 

income, adjusted for family size, is less than 50% of median income. 
6 To reinforce one of the central tenets of this report 8 that early childhood services should also be available for children from 

disadvantaged or marginalized families 8- this last benchmark attempts to measure and compare demonstrated national 

commitment to that ideal. As no direct measure is currently possible, the suggested proxy measure is the extent to which basic 

health services have been made available to the most marginalized, disadvantaged and difficult-to-reach families. 



 

 15 

The data review shows that, around 2005, only Sweden met all 10 of the benchmarks, while the 
other Nordic countries (Iceland, Denmark, Finland and Norway) as well as France were in the second 
group of top performers in early childhood education and care services, with 8-9 benchmarks achieved. 

 

 

Figure 2. Figure 2. Figure 2. Figure 2. The Innocenti Report Card 8The Innocenti Report Card 8The Innocenti Report Card 8The Innocenti Report Card 8’s League Table’s League Table’s League Table’s League Table    
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Sweden 10 yes 39.5 88.9 yes yes yes 1.3 under 3/3

Iceland 9 no 58.7 95.3 yes yes yes 1.8 under 2/3
Denmark 8 yes 61.7 93.5 no yes yes 1.6 under 1/3
Finland 8 yes 35.0 46.7 yes no yes 1.4 under 3/3
France 8 yes 28.0 100 yes yes no 1.2 under 1/3
Norway 8 yes 43.7 88.9 no no yes 1.0 under 2/3

Belgium (Flanders) 6 no 33.6 100 no yes no 0.8 under 2/3
Hungary 6 no 6.9 90.7 yes yes yes 0.9 under 1/3

New Zealand 6 no 32.1 95.1 yes yes yes 0.3 above 0/3
Slovenia 6 yes 25.8 75.9 yes yes no m above 2/3
Austria 5 no 6.6 82.5 yes no yes 0.6 under 0/3

Netherlands 5 no 29.5 73.4 yes yes yes 0.5 above 1/3
United Kingdom* 5 no 25.8 91.8 yes yes no 0.6 above 0/3

Germany 4 no 9.0 84.6 no yes yes 0.4 above 1/3
Italy 4 no 6.3 100 yes yes no 0.6 above 0/3

Japan 4 no 15.2 94.7 yes no no 0.3 above 2/3
Portugal 4 no 23.5 84 yes yes no 0.8 above 1/3

Korea, Republic of 4 no 19.5 66.4 yes yes no 0.1 above 2/3

Mexico 3 no 3.0 66.4 yes yes no 0.7 above 1/3
Spain 3 no 20.7 99.3 yes yes no 0.5 above 1/3

Switzerland 3 no m 38.6 yes no yes 0.3 under 0/3
United States 3 no 35.5 65.3 no yes yes 0.6 above 0/3

Australia 2 no 29.0 64.6 no yes no 0.4 above 0/3
Canada 1 no 19.0 m no yes no m above 1/3
Ireland 1 no 15.0 45.4 no yes no 0.2 above 1/3

Total benchmarks met 126 6 19 13 15 17 20 12 6 10 8  

 

Source: adapted from UNICEF (2008) 

Note: data for the United Kingdom refer to England only, m. = missing. 

 

The fact that this first group of six countries is the only one to meet the 8th benchmark on the 
minimum level of public investment in services for children aged 0-6, is most significant: France and all 
the Nordic countries were the only ones, in the early 2000s, to have a level of public expenditure on 
early childhood services of at least 1% of the Gross Domestic Product. The other benchmark which is 
met almost exclusively by the top performance group is “minimum entitlement to paid parental leave” 
for one year at least 50% of the salary (this result is in part reflected in the data on the effective 
parental leave showed in figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Effective parental leaveFigure 3. Effective parental leaveFigure 3. Effective parental leaveFigure 3. Effective parental leave 

 

 

Source: UNICEF (2008) 

Note: the effective parental leave is calculated by multiplying the duration of leave by the share of the salary 

paid. The calculations are approximate as parental leave in some countries can run concurrently with maternity 

leave. For additional notes see UNICEF (2008). 

 

In the overall League Table, almost half of the countries are in the intermediate category satisfying 
between 4 to 6 benchmarks: these group includes some of the most populous European countries, such 
as Germany, the United Kingdom and Italy, as well as Japan.  
The group at the bottom, with 3 or less benchmarks met, includes Mexico, Spain, Switzerland, the 

United States, Australia, Canada and Ireland. Most of the countries in the bottom part of the ranking 
also have child poverty rates exceeding the 10% level, and a participation to preschool for 4-year-olds 
lower than 70% . 

1.1.6 Recent trends in early childhood services participation, 2008 

Most of the statistical evidence presented in the Innocenti Report Card 8 refers to the years around 
2005. In the meantime new data has been made available, in particular by Eurostat. This section 
provides more recent statistics on formal early childhood services participation and on public 
expenditure. 
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Figure 4. Children underFigure 4. Children underFigure 4. Children underFigure 4. Children under----3 in form3 in form3 in form3 in formal child care, percentage (2008)al child care, percentage (2008)al child care, percentage (2008)al child care, percentage (2008)    

 

Source: elaboration of data from the Eurostat database, accessed 3 August 2010 

 

 
Figure 4 reports statistics on participation of children under-3 in early childhood education and care 

services, irrespective of duration of weekly attendance. The highest rates of attendance are found in 
some of the Nordic Countries as well as in the Netherlands, Belgium and France, with levels higher 
than 40% . Levels lower than 10% are, on the other hand, found in most of the Central European EU 
member states and also in Austria. 
A more detailed study of the available data shows that quite an important number of children under 3 

years old, in child care services, attend the service for less than 30 hours per week (see figure 5). 
    

Figure 5. CFigure 5. CFigure 5. CFigure 5. Children underhildren underhildren underhildren under----3 in formal child care by duration, percentage (2008)3 in formal child care by duration, percentage (2008)3 in formal child care by duration, percentage (2008)3 in formal child care by duration, percentage (2008)    

    

Source: elaboration of data from the Eurostat database, accessed 3 August 2010 
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Overall the participation in early childhood services for children under-3, ranges between 20 and 
50% for most of the countries for which recent data is available. 
Participation rates grow substantially with the age of the child. Table 1 reports data on the 

participation rate in education oriented pre-primary education services for children aged 4. In some 
countries the coverage of such services is almost universal. In 2008, more than 95% of 4 year olds in 
Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Iceland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherland, 
Norway, Spain and the United Kingdom were in formal child care and education services. On the 
opposite side, Ireland, Poland and Switzerland are the only three countries with a coverage of the 4 
year olds lower than 50%. Moreover, in some countries, between 1998 and 2008, enrollment rates 
showed a clear growing trend. 
Figure 6 completes the picture of participation in early childhood education and care services, by 

reporting information on enrollment for children aged between 3 and the compulsory school age. 
Again, here, there is an important group of countries with rates over 90%. Only seven countries 
included in the table reported rates lower than 70%, with new EU members states from Central and 
Eastern Europe at the bottom of the figure. 

 

 

Table 1. Participation of 4Table 1. Participation of 4Table 1. Participation of 4Table 1. Participation of 4----yearyearyearyear----olds in preprimary education, percentage olds in preprimary education, percentage olds in preprimary education, percentage olds in preprimary education, percentage  

  1998 2008 

Austria 73.2 85.6 

Belgium : 99.6 

Bulgaria 61.2 71.7 

Cyprus : 75.3 

Czech Republic 76.9 86.8 

Denmark 89.1 95.3 

Estonia 77.9 91.2 

Finland 37.8 52.5 

France 100 100 

Germany 83.7 95.4 

Greece 50.0 52.4 

Hungary 88.3 92.5 

Iceland 89.2 95.6 

Italy 98.2 98.6 

Japan 92.0 95.7 

Latvia 52.9 78.6 

Liechtenstein : 51 

Lithuania 44.3 65.0 

Luxembourg : 95.2 

Malta : 97.8 

Netherlands 98.4 99.5 

Norway 74.5 95.3 

Poland 29.7 48.1 

Portugal 65.8 81.3 

Romania 56.1 79.0 

Slovakia : 74.8 

Slovenia : 83.2 

Spain 99.8 98.7 

Sweden 66.8 91.8 

Switzerland : 39.5 

United Kingdom 95.3 97.3 

United States 57.9 57.5 

 

Source: elaboration of data from the Eurostat database, accessed 3 August 2010 
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Figure 6. Children aged between 3 and compulsory school age who are iFigure 6. Children aged between 3 and compulsory school age who are iFigure 6. Children aged between 3 and compulsory school age who are iFigure 6. Children aged between 3 and compulsory school age who are in formal child care, percentage (2008)n formal child care, percentage (2008)n formal child care, percentage (2008)n formal child care, percentage (2008)    

 

Source: elaboration of data from the Eurostat database, accessed 3 August 2010 

 

    

Finally, figure 7 reports data on public expenditure in early childhood services in 2005, 
disaggregated by child care (for children aged less than 3) and for pre-primary education services. This 
new data confirms that in several countries the investment in services is low; in most of the countries 
included in the figure, it is at less than half a percentage of the GDP. These are very low levels of 
investment if the growing importance of these services in economically advanced countries is 
considered. Only five countries (Iceland, Denmark, France, Sweden and Finland) confirm expenditure 
levels higher than or close to 1% of the GDP target. 
The Report Card 8 shows that the public investment on the services plays a key role both for access 

and quality indicators. In a period of economic crisis, with lower public resources and higher 
completion for them, it may happen that governments are tempted to reduce their expenditure on this 
crucial area. It is a real risk at this moment in time. Less economic resources for early childhood 
education and care are likely to mean less access and less quality of the services, in particular for 
children from the most disadvantaged social and economic backgrounds. The actual risk is that the 
positive potential of the ongoing child care transition is transformed into the potential for harm and in 
growing social and economic inequalities.  
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Source: OECD Family Database, access 3 August 2010 
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1.2 Quality aspects of early childhood care services,  
      families and policy development 

Sylvie Rayna* 

1.2.1 Quality aspects: sources and influences 

It is impossible to talk about quality today without making reference to a major source that has 
nurtured and continues to nurture many projects, which encompass the major aspects of what we can 
call quality.  

Work of the E.C. Network on Childcare (1986-1996)  

This refers to the work conducted for ten years at Community level by the European Commission 
Network on Childcare, which is coordinated by Peter Moss and comprises recognised experts from 
different countries. The discussions of this group resulted in the intermediary publication on quality, 
such as Quality in childcare services (E. C. Childcare Network, 1990) and Quality in services for young 
children: A discussion paper (Balageur, Mestres, Penn, 1991). By developing its definition, this work 
culminated in the famous forty targets or objectives, proposed to Member States for the following ten 
years: Quality targets in services for young children: Proposals for a ten year action programme (E. C. 
Childcare Network, 1996)1. 

Documents founding a collective approach in Europe and beyond 

These publications stimulated ample research on quality in the field of early childhood. They 
guided international comparisons and, in particular, the thematic examination of early childcare and 
education policies in twenty countries, Starting Strong (OECD, 2001, 2006), and followup (Bennett, 
2010) which led to the recent proposal – with the choice of a certain image of children, parents and 
services, and ten major principles – of a European policy for early childhood, presented by Children of 
Europe in 20092. These publications refer to J. Peteers and others. These works followed each other and 
were closely linked to the development of new paradigms for rethinking the education of young 
children in the English-speaking world (Dahlberg, Moss, Pence, 1999; Dahlberg, Moss, 2005), but also 
the French-speaking world (Brougère, Vandenbroeck, 2008). 

The reception of these documents varied according to the cultural and political contexts  

These founding documents, which are based on relevant local experiences (such as the experience 
of Reggio Emilia which have been transposed to many countries, from Sweden to Brazil, but have not 
yet been disseminated in France…), have re-oriented policies and practices in certain countries, 
boosted by the other works that have been mentioned, whereas in other cases, the effects have been, 
and continue to be, minimal to this day, partly due to cultural and political traditions. 
In Italy there have therefore been many projects and experiences in the development of the quality 

of services in the field of early childhood in some townships in the north and centre of the country 
(Musatti, 2004; Picchio, Musatti, 2010) and their evaluation (Bertin et al., 1998), where anglo-saxon 
measuring instruments have left some leeway for participatory approaches, supported by instruments 
that have been tried out in many regions or townships (Musatti, 2008).  
In Belgium, the forty objectives inspired the Flemish policy (Peteers, 2004), and the reference work 

Oser la qualité (Manni, Sommer, 2000) in the French Community were carefully studied and a 
participatory evaluation of the quality of services is in place (Pirard, 2009 a; 2009 b; 2010). 
In France, on the other hand, little reference is made to these documents and they are rarely 

                                                             
* Professor at the National Institute of Pedagogical Research – Paris University 13. 
1 These texts are compiled by the Childcare Resource and Research Unit (2004). 
2 This proposal is available in English and French at the following website: www.lefuret.org 
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echoed on the field. And yet… after a 6 month think-tank of a Parisian group of experts on early 
childhood, which was set up after a visit to their services by coordinators from the province of Bologna 
and to whom we not only presented the forty recommendations, but also the proposal of the Children of 
Europe, here is the spontaneous testimony of one of its members: I remember my reaction after my first 
reading of the ten principles: «Wow, that’s powerful!!! But impossible to apply this in France: too many barriers 
to be removed! It’s utopian!…» Now, after reading more material and the debates on our practices in the 
group, I say to myself: «Why not? Why shouldn’t we give ourselves the means to enable professionals working 
with young children between the ages of 0-6 to advance and evolve towards those values? And then, what can 
we, at our little early childhood structure level, we, as a small team, set up in line with those values?» (January 
2010).  

Developments that fluctuate with changes in political stance 

The progress that has been observed in certain countries with regard to quality, nevertheless, 
remains vulnerable to political change and economic crises. This can be observed in countries that 
have attracted particular attention in Europe and elsewhere, for their achievements in the field of 
integration, in care services as a whole and the education of young children, and the value they attach 
to the period of early childhood that precedes the age of compulsory education. This is true of Sweden 
(Karlsson-Lohmander, 2010) or New Zealand (Dalli, 2010), where alternating policies following 
progressive advances and austerity measures also affect the youngest in these countries.  

1.2.2 Quality and fairness 

To talk about quality without talking about equity is pointless. Thus quality is inseparable from 
quantity, if we claim to defend the principle of quality for all (Rayna, 2010). 

Inseparable dimensions 

Let us remember that the European Commission Childcare Network was established in 1986, 
within the framework of the second equal opportunities programme and that the research into the 
criteria for defining quality was stipulated in the third Community action programme on equal 
opportunities for men and women in 1991.  
Let us also remember that the forty 1996 objectives were established in response to a 

Recommendation of the Council of Ministers in 1992 for childcare services: affordable prices; access 
(everywhere and for everyone); combination of safe childcare and education; relations with parents; 
parental choices; diversity and flexibility; coherence. 

Giving everyone access to quality care 

Ensuring everyone has access to quality care calls for reflection and efforts on the where and when: 
Many geographic areas are still insufficiently provided for, in rural districts for example… and too many 
new time slots have been opened as a result of flexibilisation, deregulation and the casualisation of 
labour, in some countries more than others.  
It naturally requires sufficient resources (financial investments, intellectual resources, etc.) and 

appropriate measures (on the basis of comparisons and international exchanges). And this needs to 
take into account the objectives in terms of development, socialisation, identity construction, social 
inclusion, etc., both for children and parents. Children are well cared for if their parents are well cared 
for is something we often hear (yes, but how…?). 

The impact of childcare services 

Arguments in favour of quality childcare rest on a body of evidence gleaned from research into the 
effects of availing of childcare services, in which it is important to draw distinctions according to the 
contexts in which the research is conducted and the complexity of the web of parameters involved.  
If one body of work has shown the negative effects of services of insufficient quality, other works 

reveal the positive effects of childcare outside the family and therefore the interest in universal 
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accessibility (Florin, 2000, 2007). We would like to emphasise a recent study conducted in France on 
the effects of day nurseries (Maurin, Roy, 2009) which not only highlights an increase in female 
employment, but also the confidence of parents as their children enter nursery school. And another 
study on nursery schools (Brougère et al., 2008; Brougère, 2010) which leads one to believe that they 
mark the beginning of what C. Baudelot and R. Establet (2009) refer to as ‘republican elitism’.  

1.2.3 Quality and diversity  

If quality is inseparable from equity, a third term also needs to be invoked: diversity… with regard 
to the singularity of each individual and different pre-school, family and professional cultures. 

Participatory definitions of quality and social inclusion 

During the course of the reflection conducted by the European Commission Childcare Network, 
quality was qualified as a relative and subjective notion, founded on values, the relevant definition of 
which must stem from an open and democratic process, which calls for the participation of the various 
parties concerned (Moss, 1996). 
As part of an ethical and quality policy approach (Dahlberg, Moss, 2005), this deliberate 

crisscrossing of multiple voices – the voices of children, parents, professionals, decision-makers, 
experts, etc. – with the former still being heard too little and overpowered by the discourses of the 
latter, therefore appears to be a factor for inclusion and social cohesion.  

Diversity, diversities  

According to M. Vandenbroeck (2004, 2005), it is important to speak of diversities in the plural, in 
the face of the vast range of diversity characteristics that are to be found, at a social, cultural, ethnic 
and gender level etc., entailing other forms of care for diverse families by and in places that are rich in 
this diversity. 
The many experiences that bring parents and professionals together, thanks to «social 

management» measures (Musatti, Rayna, 2010) and daily or festive encounters, marked by a multitude 
of apparent «small non-events»: such as the holiday chest which the children of Pistoia or Reggio 
Emilia fill with treasures. 

Strength and originality of 40 objectives for… 2006  

The strength and originality of the Quality targets in services for young children (1996) stem from the 
developed multi-dimensionality of quality, and the inter-dependence of the objectives concerned, as 
well as the inseparable link between quality and equity, constructing and promoting diversity, within 
the nine items covered in this document: Political framework (targets 1-6), financing (7-10), level and 
types of services (11-15), education (16-20), ratios (21-24), training (25-29), environnement and 
health (30-33), parents and community (34-36), performance (37-40). 
Let’s take target 14, for example: «All childcare services should affirm the positive value of diversity 

and offer children and parents recognition and support in their diversity in terms of language, ethnicity, 
religion, gender or possible disabilities. They should also avoid stereotyping». 

1.2.4 Quality aspects: progressive and ongoing definition 

Different quality aspects have been defined and are being defined with past and current innovative 
experiences here and there. And other works, such as Starting Strong, on which the ten principles of 
the Children of Europe proposals are founded, have inspired a certain number of current experiences, 
despite difficult circumstances linked to the process of merchandising early childhood (Moss, 2008; 
Bennett, 2010; Ben Soussan, 2010).  
Of these aspects, we focus more specifically on integration-coordination, education, the curriculum, 

parental participation and training.  
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Integrated or coordinated policies and services 

The first striking feature which proved to be instrumental for achieving quality is a holistic vision of 
childhood which is not compartmentalised into different successive departments, a quality of 
education, as in the case of the Swedish policy of the forskola (Karlson-Lohmander, 2010), which 
enables them to overcome divisions and contradictions between the childcare sector and education. In 
the United Kingdom, the Children Centre (Pascal, Bertram, 2010) provides an example of integrated 
services that have proved their value. 
In other places, where there are separate systems, there can be strong coordination between the 

childcare and education sectors, as has been demonstrated by certain Italian townships, where the 
pedagogical coordinators of nurseries play a major role in the so-called scuole dell’ infanzia and care 
centres for parents-children (Musatti, 2000). 

Global pedagogical approaches and documentation practices 

Although pedagogy is a subject that is still a hindrance to some – in places where medical and 
hygienist traditions still remain strong – it would appear that a specific pedagogy for young children is a 
vital element in the quality offered to young children in childcare services.  
A global pedagogy that is sensitive to the different dimensions of the development of children and 

family bonds. A pedagogy that involves multiple references, but that also grants a central role to 
playfulness in its multiple expressions, both within and without, as Nordic traditions (Broström, 2000; 
Chartrin, 2010; Greve, 2010) or Japanese traditions (Hoshi-Watanabe, 2010) have demonstrated.  
A pedagogy, which favours rich and significant encounters. A «pedagogy that involves listening» 

and is supported by documented practices, such as those developed in Italy (Rinaldi, 2006; Galardini, 
2009) and repeated elsewhere, by enriching, sharing and analysing practices. A «pedagogy of good 
taste» as well (Becchi, 2010)… A pedagogy founded on stable, warm and playful relationships and on 
the «curriculum of the child» (Trevarthen, 2010). 

Open curricula  

The existence of a framework facilitates the development of quality educational projects in services 
for young children, without which professionals are often deprived in the face of divergent models 
and/or dominant discourses that are far removed from their day-to-day experiences. Yes, but not just 
any framework… If the formal curricula, such as school curricula are to be excluded, certain open and 
participatory curricula come to mind (Bennett, 2005). 
Of the latter, the Swedish pre-school curriculum focuses on democratic values from the very first 

line: «Democracy forms the foundation of the pre-school. For this reason all pre-school activity should 
be carried out in accordance with the fundamental democratic values. […] the equal value of all 
people, equality between the genders as well as solidarity with the weak and vulnerable are all values 
that the pre-school shall actively promote in its work with children» (Lpfö, 98). 
Or the Berlin curriculum, Bridging diversity (Preissing, 2007) or New Zealand’s Te Whāriki (which in 

Mäori means a «a mat for all to stand on») (Mitchell, 2009) which offers an alternative image of young 
children (Moisset, 2009) and their parents and offers professionals «another» role.  

Parental participation 

The involvement of parents and the bridges and meshes established between the diversities, thanks to 
the multitude of meeting opportunities, both at a formal and informal level (Jaume, Ribot, 2008) are 
another vital aspect of quality: for a representative participation in the laboratorio or workshop with families.  
Policies and practices that are increasingly geared towards parental participation therefore reveal 

the paradigmatic shift from «for» to «with» the parents. By following J. Tobin, coordinator of the 
international research Children Crossing Borders3 project on care services for the children of migrants in 
the pre-school period, one can advance the idea of the 100 languages of parents, such as the 100 
languages of the children of pedagogy in the region of Reggio Emilia where the documents, which are 
developed and shared with them, are a particularly fruitful tool. 

                                                             
3 www.childrencrossingborders.org 
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Appropriate training  

Initial and continuous training is another major element, which is linked to the previous ones, with 
refined and permanently updated resources to move towards a new professionalism (Peteers, 2008). 
Beyond the transmission of professional techniques, this is about preparing practitioners that are 
reflective, affectionate, responsive and capable of tackling uncertainty. 
We can insist on the diversity of training forms, by highlighting those that favour the participation 

of learners, during, for example, the participatory evaluations of quality (Musatti, Picchio, 2005), 
which stem from appropriate pedagogical practices in the field (Fortunati, 2007; Pirard, 2009a, 2009b) 
and which are supported by close reciprocal links between research and practice, as has been 
demonstrated in Italy, for example. 

1.2.5 By way of conclusion 

We will insist on the need to further develop research into the care and education of children under 

three years of age, which has been found to be lacking by researches in several countries4. This must be 
done with the participation of professionals, parents and children. In a world in which poverty, social 
exclusion, and the manifestations of migration primarily effect this section of the population, it is 
imperative to weave a web of social inclusion, through general links that bring together quality for 
ALL, children and adults. 
A particular emphasis has to be placed on those that are often excluded from early childcare 

services, for reasons of poverty, migration, disabilities, and there is a need for exemplary policies and 
practices to be developed in this area, here and there (Mastio, 2010; Jacquemin, 2007; Gallangher, 
Norton, 2010). The work of local, national, and international networks that evolve together, by 
learning from each other, set the path. 
 

                                                             
4 Cf. next issue of International Journal of Early Childhood, coordinated by J.E. Johansson, focusing on Researching 0-3 in Europe. 
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1.3 The role of ECEC services and professionals 
      in addressing poverty and promoting social inclusion 

Jan Peeters* 

1.3.1 Introduction: 
         The experience of VBJK with European projects 
         addressing poverty and promoting social inclusion 

The Research and Resource Centre for ECEC (VBJK) has been working for 15 years inside a 
European network (DECET) with the role of the social services for young children (0 to 3 years) to 
promote social inclusion in Flanders, the Dutch speaking community of Belgium. In 1995 the Resource 
and Research Centre was promoter of a large European Social Fund project with partners in the UK, 
France, Ireland and Belgium. This project on respect for diversity and promoting social inclusion in the 
childcare sector was set up in five cities of Flanders in collaboration with one of our partners, the 
Governmental organization Kind en Gezin. In 1998 VBJK was co-founder of European Network for 
trainers and researchers DECET (Diversity in Early Childhood Education and Training). At the 
moment, partners from ten European countries are active in this Network, that is funded by the 
Bernard van Leer Foundation. Since the beginning of the new millennium VBJK works together with 
the sector in the Brussels Region with the social function of childcare. Accessibility to the centres for 
disadvantaged groups is one of the key topics of this work in Brussels.  
Jan Peeters is also involved as a consultant in the East-European ISSA network that focusses on 

children’s rights issues and social inclusion (especially Roma children). He is responsible for the Dutch 
version of “Children in Europe”, a network of magazines that publishes a magazine twice a year, in 15 
languages in 17 EU countries. This magazine has also given a lot of attention to the topic of social 
inclusion and respect for diversity and has published a policy paper that gives a framework to promote 
social inclusion and combat poverty via quality services for young children. We will talk further ahead 
in this article about these ten important principles of Children in Europe.  

1.3.2 Childcare in Flanders: combating the exclusion of the poor  

First I will talk about the policy towards promoting social inclusion in my own region, the Flemish 
Community of Belgium. A study from 2004 by the governmental organisation Kind en Gezin showed 
that poor and disadvantaged families make less use of childcare than the average Flemish family: 63% 
of parents make use of childcare but only 23% of ethnic minorities and 22% of poor families use 
childcare (Van Keer, Bettens, Buysse, 2004). 
A research on the Flemish day care centres in Brussels carried out by our research centre in 2006, 

demonstrated that there are more subsidized places in affluent neighbourhoods than in poor ones and 
that priority criteria management excludes disadvantaged groups (Vandenbroeck et al., 2008). 
The policy makers were worried by these results. The Flemish Government took concrete actions: 

in the social economy sector, small and flexible community-based child care centres (Buurtcrèches) for 
poor and ethnic minority families were set up. These community-based centres succeeded in 
influencing the access of targeted population, but the creation of these new centres had no impact on 
the priority criteria management of the mainstream services. Therefore the governmental organisation 
Kind en Gezin ordered a research on a larger scale on the topic of the exclusion of disadvantaged 
groups in the centres for children from 0 to 3 years. This research (MAS, 2007) showed that 10% of 
parents do not find a childcare place; and that single parents, ethnic minorities and poor parents are 
largely overrepresented in this group.  
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Another study from the Centre for Social Policy (Ghysels, van Lancker, 2009) concluded that most 
subsidies in child care go to the more affluent parents.  
In 2009 as an answer to these research results the Flemish government took structural measures: 

20% of the capacity of all subsidized centres should be reserved for single mothers, and families living 
in poverty and in crisis situations. The city of Ghent has gone even further. In this city 40% of the 
children are at risk of poverty, or live in a one parent family, or are from an ethnic minority 
background. The education counsellor of Ghent has centralised the accessibility policy and now the 
same percentage of children (40%) that are part of these social criteria have found a place in the 
municipal day care centres.  
But Flanders is not the only region in Europe that has taken structural measures to make child care 

accessible for children living in poverty. In the working group at the seminar, examples of interesting 
practice were given by France (Lyon) and Italy (Bologna, Rome). 

1.3.3 Child poverty in Europe and what childcare can do about it  

This brings us to the EU and the data for the percentage of children living at risk of poverty inside 
the EU 27. Although Europe is one of the richest parts of the world, child poverty is a serious problem 
inside the EU.  
In the whole of the EU 27 there are about 19 million children or 20% of all children living in the 

EU (Eurostat/EU-SILC), living at risk of poverty.  
 

Bulgaria 30% 

Rumania 33% 

Italy 25% 

UK 23% 

Sweden 12% 

Slovenia 11% 

Denmark 10% 

 
It is surprising how big the differences are between the EU member states. Bulgaria and Rumania 

have high rates of child poverty, but Slovenia, another former communist country and new member 
state is doing very well with 11% (better then Sweden!). Some rich countries like Italy and the UK 
have high numbers of children living in poverty.  
 
This worrying data brings us to the questions that Leonardo Menchini asked at the seminar in 

Florence in the conclusions of his presentation:  

• Is the wider social and economic context supportive? Or are early childhood services being 
asked to row upstream against powerful currents of child poverty, and family-unfriendly policies in 
economy and the workplace? 

• What systems can make high quality services available to all and ensure that disadvantaged and 
at-risk children are included? 
 
The OECD report of 2006 on ECEC is warns us about too much optimism about the opportunities 

of child care services to address poverty and promote social inclusion. ECE alone cannot change 
structural poverty and institutional discrimination. Poverty is an unequal distribution of wealth and 
this cannot be solved by ECE institutions alone (OECD, 2006). But yet ECEC institutions for the very 
young can play an important role as part of a coherent policy to combat poverty. The UNICEF report 
(2008) quotes important studies that are focussing on the impact of poverty on the lives of the 
youngest children: ‘Disadvantage becomes established in the earliest years of life… and it’s here, if at 
all, that the self perpetuating cycle of disadvantage could be broken’. 
Longitudinal studies are showing that there is a strong evidence that high quality ECE and more 

specific centres, with staff that have a high level of training, can make the difference for children from 
disadvantaged groups (Sylva et al., 2004; Fukkink, Lont, 2007). 
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Different authors and international organizations (OECD, 2006) have argued that it is important to 
develop a integrated approach to combat poverty and to promote social inclusion. In her presentation 
Sylvie Rayna has focused on the important role that the former Childcare Network from the European 
Commission has played in formulating 40 quality targets in 1996. These targets are still relevant as a 
European attempt to develop an integrated approach to quality that also takes into account the 
promotion of social inclusion of minority groups in the childcare services. In this perspective, the Policy 
Paper that the European Network Children in Europe developed recently (2008) is very inspiring. This 
Policy Paper has built further on the work of the European Childcare network ( 1986-1996). Under the 
leadership of Prof. Peter Moss, Children in Europe (CiE), a network of magazines in 17 European 
countries disclosed 10 principles for an integrated approach towards ECE services that promotes 
respect for diversity and social inclusion. We comment the most important aspects of these ten 
principles when it comes to addressing poverty.  
 
Towards an integrated social inclusion approach: 
The ten principles of “Children in Europe”: Goals to strive for (2020) 

 
1. Access: an entitlement for all children 
In the working group 2 of this seminar all participants agreed that access to services for the 

youngest children coming from poor families is an important factor to improve their living conditions. 
Also international organisations and declarations support this statement. For instance, General 
Comment no. 7 of the Convention for the Rights of the Child focusses on the importance of access to 
ECE services for the most vulnerable children.  
Therefore childcare must become a right for all children. All children should be entitled to a place 

in ECEC, irrespective of any disability or other special needs; where they live; family income, whether 
or not their parents are employed. 
Two Belgian researchers have made an interesting comparison between a country that has a 

universal approach to childcare services for 0 to 3 (Denmark) and two countries that have a targeted 
approach (The Netherlands and Belgium). In Denmark, a country with a right to a childcare place for 
all children, the attendance is similar for children from all social backgrounds. In Belgium and the 
Netherlands, countries with a targeted approach there is a higher attendance in socially advantaged 
groups in the child care centres (Humblet, Amerijcks, 2010; EU-SILC, 2006). The three studies on 
Flanders that we have described above also highlight the lack of representation of disadvantaged 
groups in the childcare centres of the Flemish community of Belgium. With a targeted approach 
towards the poor there is a risk of stereotyping and to quote John Bennett: ‘Services for the poor are 
often poor services’. Therefore we have to aim for a mixed social range in services for 0 to 3. In the 
workshops, several examples were given of cities (Rome, Gent, Bologna) that have developed a central 
registration that tries to realise this mixed social background in the population of the centres for the 
very young.  
 
2. Affordability: a free service 
For Children in Europe services for young children are an entitlement and a public responsibility, and 

the network is discussing that these services should be provided free of charge (also for 0-3) going towards 
2020. For some countries this is a difficult target to reach in such a short period of time. In the workshops, 
examples were given of France and Belgium where parents pay according to their income. These measures 
were seen as an effective approach to increase the participation of poor families. In this perspective there is 
a debate going on between funding the services or funding the parents. The OECD is very clear on this 
topic in the report Starting Strong II (2006): for disadvantaged families, direct funding of services brings more 
benefits than indirect funding via subsidies to parents (see also Moss, 2009). 
 
3. Pedagogical approach: holistic and multi-purpose 
“Children in Europe” is advocating for centres with a holistic and multi-purpose pedagogical 

approach. They are warning about a deficit approach in which centres focus on the hindering of poor 
children. The network is also not in favour of describing predicted results for children from poor 
families. Predicted results are often not adapt for vulnerable families.  CiE is advocating for ‘education 
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in its broadest sense’: where learning through social relationships and emotional and physical well-
being play a central role.  
These broad centres must offer a multitude of possibilities for the diversity of children and families. 

It is also important that they make the most vulnerable children visible in the local community and in 
the wider society. In this perspective the French ‘Projet Social’ and the project ‘Social Function of 
Childcare in Brussels’ are examples of interesting practice.  
Traditionally for the 0 to 3 year olds, the focus is on care and for the  
3 to 6 years of age the focus is on the preparation of the young child for primary school. This is not 

the emphasis we need if we want to promote social inclusion. Europe needs services that work in close 
relationship with parents, the community and the children. A deficit model, starting from what 
children from poor families are lacking is not an effective way to work with poor children and their 
parents. Like Aldo Fortunati has put forward in his presentation at the seminar, a centre that works 
with children from vulnerable families, has to focus on the strength of these children, has to look for 
the competent child in each of these babies and toddlers and has to strengthen the belonging and well 
being of children and parents. Fortunati talks in his presentation about the child as a protagonist to 
fight poverty.  
In recent years, various types of these integrated young children centres have been set up in 

Europe: the ‘Familien zenters’ in Germany (Nordrhein-Westfalia), the Maisons relais (Luxemburg), the 
Children centres (UK) and Buurtcrèches (neighbourhood crèches) (Flanders). In the workshops, 
examples are also given of those kind of centres in France: Baby-loup in Paris and Mamy in Toulon.  
 
4. Participation as a dialogue: an essential value 
Participation of parents and children is an expression of democracy and is an important tool to 

combat social exclusion. But participation of poor parents may not be seen as a obligation towards 
parents. Organisations of the poor (Quart Monde) and also scientific scholars (Roose et al., 2010) 
argue that participation must be seen as a dialogue. The right of participation of parents is not a 
reinforcement of the power of the educator but must be seen as a dialogue: educators and parents must 
look together for solutions to questions and concrete problems that they are facing and together must 
construct new pedagogical knowledge (Roose et al., 2010, Vandenbroeck, 2001). In another seminar 
on this topic in Brussels in May 2010 organised by the Princess Mathilde Foundation the participants 
mentioned that we have to give more attention to the important survival capabilities of parents and 
children living in poverty.  
 
5. Coherence: a framework to support a common approach 
To combat poverty we need a single and coherent policy framework on a national or regional level 

that ensures a common approach and shared conditions throughout all services for young children. 
The Eurydice study Tackling Social and Cultural Inequalities through Early Childhood Education and Care 
in Europe is arguing that an unitary system in which child care is integrated in education is more able to 
breaking the cycle of disadvantage (Eurydice Report, 2009). 
  
6. Diversity and choice: conditions for democracy 
A pitfall in the discussion on fighting poverty, is that we see poor children as a separate category. 

An approach towards children living in poverty is part of a wider democratic condition that is based on 
recognition, respect and valuing of the diversity of language, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual 
orientation and disability, and challenge stereotypes and discrimination.  
From this perspective a childcare centre has to reflect on the diversity of the local community and 

has to explore and experiment with varying approaches in dialogue with disadvantaged groups. 
 
7. Evaluation: participatory, democratic and transparent 
The evaluation or the quality control of the organisation has to be open to all children and adults, 

providing the opportunity for everyone to discuss real, concrete things – rather than the assumed 
scientific objectivity offered by expert and managerial evaluations, who often don’t take into account 
the needs of disadvantaged groups. Fortunati also warns in his presentation about prescribed results in 
the curriculum for the youngest children.  
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8. Services for young children and compulsory school: a strong and equal partnership 
Childcare services must make the link with kindergarten or primary school and they must work 

together to better help the poor families. In many European countries childcare and school are 
integrated in new centres and those centres have flexible opening hours. This is important for 
vulnerable families because they have often jobs outside normal working hours.  
In the workshops an interesting example was given of Flanders where the vulnerable families were 

visited by social workers or social nurses of services for health care, to motivate the parents to send 
their children to the kindergarten (kleuterschool).  
 
9. Cross-national partnership: learning with other countries 
Europe has a rich heritage of innovative and democratic theory and practice in services for young 

children. Therefore more European meeting places have to be set up (ChildONEurope, DECET, ISSA, 
EUROCHILD, Children in Europe…) where there can be dialogue, reflection and opportunities for 
border crossing to explore new perspectives, where practice can be made visible and discussed critically, 
and where we can learn with each other and co-construct new pedagogical knowledge.  
 
10. Valuing the work: a 0-6 profession 
In all the workshops and in studies on professionalism (Peeters, 2008) it was discussed that we 

should rethink the professional’s role. There is a need for a professional worker who is qualified to work 
in a pedagogical way with children from birth to 6 years, and to work not only with children, but also 
with their families and the wider community. There is overwhelming scientific evidence that the level 
of schooling of the educators is especially important for children coming from poor families: high 
quality ECE (high training of staff) can make the difference for children from disadvantaged groups 
(Sylva, 2004; Fukkink, Lont, 2007). 
International organizations (UNICEF, 2008) and scholars agree that there is a need for a 

professional with a bachelor degree to work with the youngest children and their parents. Across 
European countries (Oberhuemer, Schreyer, 2010; Peeters, 2008) we can see some interesting profiles 
that exist for working with the youngest children:  

• The Early childhood professional, who works for the 0 to 6 years old in childcare and 
kindergarten or school: Latvia, Slovenia, Sweden. 

• The following initial bachelor degree courses prepare to work with vulnerable children very well 
because they focus more on the social aspects of the job.  

- Social professional pedagogy: a general initial training for working with children and adults 
from 0 till 99 year (Denmark, Luxemburg en Finland) 

- Social pedagogy for the youngest children (educateur jeunes enfants): a specialised initial 
training (France). 
 

A study on the kind of professionalism we need to work in the context of diversity and promote 
social inclusion (Peeters, 2008), has stipulated that we need:  

• a broad integrated professionalism, linked with other social professions 

• a reflective practitioner with a high degree of autonomy who is able to construct new 
pedagogical knowledge together with parents 

• a professionalism based on competencies and qualities to meet complex demands in particular 
contexts 

• In the seminar on professionalism and combating poverty in Brussels some people advocated for 
a ‘humble’ professionalism, away from the expert model.  
 

Different authors have mentioned the importance of the guidance of pedagogical counsellors for 
practitioners. In the daily work with vulnerable children these counsellors can have a positive effect on 
the expansion of the interpretation of professionalism. Counsellors can help practitioners to become 
enactors of change and enable professionals to develop the high valued reflexive professionalism, 
needed to work in the context of social inclusion.  Councelleors or Pedagogistas can play a role as a 
facilitator to allow a team to ask difficult questions, rethink conceptions of what good practice may be 
towards parents and children living in poverty. 



 

 32 

Two European Networks DECET&ISSA did some participative research on competencies in the 
context of diversity and social inclusion in Morocco, Mexico, Serbia, Scotland, Belgium, The 
Netherlands, Ireland, Spain and France (2006-2010). 
The goal of this research is to create a broad competence profile for an ECE professional based on 

the ideas and experiences of practitioners that work successfully in a context of diversity and social 
inclusion. 
The DECET-ISSA research project created a virtual community of practice where trainers, and 

practitioners, educators, policymakers and researchers could discuss the broad competence profile, 
share experiences about the profile, collect examples and co-construct the competence profile. A 
hundred and fifty practitioner’s from 9 different countries were selected.  
The selection was made on the basis that these professionals successfully worked in a diverse 

context and that their centre had developed a diversity policy. We will list the broad competences that 
came out of this study.  
 
 
Competences profile to work in the context of diversity and social inclusion 
 
1) Being willing and able to work towards change. 
- The possibility to dialogue, not as an exchange of experience but as a process of transformation. 

Including activism to fight inequalities on a micro, meso and macro level 
2) Openness for dialogue: 
- Being willing and open to active listening 
- Openness to ‘Others’ 
3) Dare to go from opposite meanings to joined solutions  
- Give place to emotions and feelings from professional and parents. 
4) Be able to take on a research attitude 
- Being able to look at a problem from different perspectives and with a high level of curiosity.  
5) Being able to construct pedagogical knowledge with colleagues, parents and children.  
- The professional is aware that to construct new pedagogical knowledge all perspectives (from 

children, parents, colleagues and management) are needed in order to understand the complex 
pedagogical reality in early childhood centres.  

1.3.4 Policy conclusions for addressing poverty in ECE (0-3) services 

To conclude this article we draft some key success factors for the inclusion of disadvantaged 
children and families:  

• Need for a unitary system for 0 to 6 years of age 

• Need for a comprehensive policy towards children from vulnerable families. 

• Addressing poverty by means of a broad diversity approach, not a targeted approach.  
• Always try to keep mixed social backgrounds in the services.  

• Childcare as a right for all children and families: universal approach. 

• Parental fee: short term income related in all services-in 2020 free of charge? 

• Need for integrated centres, with multiple functions. 

• Need for a bachelor degree with focus on dialogue with parents and respect for diversity: broad 
competencies and qualities. 

• Need for a mixed workforce: 1/3 bachelor, 1/3 secondary, 1/3 people from disadvantaged groups 
in training (Cameron, Moss, 2007). 

• Stimulating the exchange of interesting experiences within EU countries 

• The effects of accessibility must be monitored on a local level. 
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1.4 Children’s identity and the quality of ECEC services 

Aldo Fortunati* 

1.4.1 The new image of the child as protagonist 
         and the quality of ECEC services 

There is a fundamental issue about which it is important to share some considerations and 
awareness before being able to speak about the identity of services and their quality. This issue is that 
of children’s identity. 
The image that we are thinking of is the image of a child who is a person from the beginning, who is 

a rights holder and who has abilities. In this perspective, children are the “the protagonists of their own 
processes of growth”. They possess “formidable natural aptitude to be the protagonists of their own 
growth and development, an aptitude that children translate into curiosity towards the world of things 
and relationships and into the extraordinary ability to be present constructively within the contexts of 
experience in which they are involved”. 
As a matter of fact, a predictable child, far from having the opportunity to express him/herself 

actively and constructively and, as a consequence, doomed to never amaze anyone – adults included – 
with what he/she does, frees the educator from many burdens and, most of all, from the responsibility 
to listen beyond what has already been established, supported by a supposed awareness of what to do 
and for what purpose. 
The result is that not only all the declarations regarding the potentials of young children and the 

treasures of early childhood become exclusively rhetorical, and the job of educating is made mundane 
and mechanical, but also that all the old images of young children re-emerge and become strikingly 
contemporary, with their lack of attributions for children and their dispensaries of instructions on how 
to elevate the innate incompleteness of childhood to the attainment of adult wisdom. 
As if nature had given the human species the innate potentials of immaturity only so that it could 

be freed of them as quickly as possible. 
Such an image is very far from the idea of a child who is weak, passive and in need of care and 

protection. We believe that pedagogy, education and the project of education services as well as those 
elements that define its quality must be built around such an image. 

Taking into account children’s potentials does not only mean to trust children but also to assume a 
concrete responsibility to guarantee adequate opportunities for their expression. This entails some 
organizational considerations and some planning orientations. The main organizational considerations 
deal with: 

• the stability of physical and relational contexts; 

• the regularity of experiences over the years; 

• the development of a meaningful relationship with families. 
 
The main planning orientations deal with: 

• the revaluation of the context; 

• the re-thinking of the role of the teacher; 
• the emphasizing of the collegial work and the care about the documentation of the experiences. 
 
Rather than a place for the standard application of human technologies to achieve standardised 

results, the education services for early childhood are thought to be an environment or context where 
children and teachers as protagonists, share daily life, create relationships and experiences and 
generate new understanding and, therefore, new knowledge. 

                                                             
* Director Documentation, Research and Training Area, Istituto degli Innocenti, Florence (Italy). 



 

 34 

Designing educational activity starting from the organization of opportunities leads to a number of 
important positive consequences: 

• it tends to favour attention to the overall examination of the events in which the children are 
involved during the course of their experience, giving this, as a whole, significant value; 

• it makes it possible to highlight the processes and strategies employed by each individual child, 
giving value to their diversities; 

• it depends on considering the context in which the experiences take place as an element in 
ongoing relationship with those experiences, in the sense that the context generates the field of 
possibilities within its own organizational limits and collects the traces of the experience, modifying 
and making it history as it unfolds. 
 
Alongside the constructive child and a teacher who is more attentive to creating possibilities than 

pursuing predefined goals, the context is a key player, it is the indispensable placenta that generates, 
nourishes, contains, and reflects (undergoing modifications over the years) the unfolding of the 
educational action, supporting the children and teachers who are its protagonists and offering the 
necessary support for the onset and development of their constructive process of reciprocal 
relationships and evolution. 
Furthermore, family participation consists in parental involvement in the social management of 

services, but as part of the need for parents to share in the educational project, the benefits which 
enable women and men to construct their identities as fathers and mothers, in the growing awareness 
of their contribution to early childhood education. 
The value placed on parental participation reveals the vacuity of the home/nursery dualism. 
The problem is how to offer children and their parents different but complementary environments, 

not removing responsibilities from parents but rather strengthening them in their role and deepening 
their understanding of their own and their child’s identity and educational potential. 
It is also evident that the value of having the management of these services devolved to the local 

authorities creates the conditions that ensure that interventions are pertinent to the local needs and 
provides a natural endowment of flexibility and openness to social participation. 
At this point it seems worth looking more in depth at two specific aspects: 

• the child as protagonist and the very notion of “curriculum”; 
• the child as protagonist and inclusion policies. 

1.4.2 The child as protagonist 
         and the very notion of “curriculum” 

Concerning the workforce recruitment and training it is crucial to consider that the assumption of 
an image of young children as strong, rich, and full of potential requires a corresponding 
transformation of the role of teachers toward a direction in which their action is based:  

• much more on the organization of structuring contexts than on providing direct stimuli for 
children’s actions;  

• much more on the capacity to recognise and expand the diversities of children’s behavioural 
styles than on the anxiousness to conduct them toward precise and predefined skills;  

• much more on attention to the process of action as the expression of an evolutionary strategy 
than on the need to certify the level of development reached within a sphere of supposed general 
parameters. 
 
The dimension that opens up, then, is one of dialogue, sharing, exchange and comparing of ideas. 
This approach not only leaves no place for predetermined outcomes, but it rather introduces the 

issue of the very notion of “curriculum”, intended as “a pre-established sequence of actions” to be 
increasingly implemented to early childhood services throughout the world.  
Rather than teachers delivering curricula, we should talk of “strategic action, as the driving force 

for planning”. 
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While the term ‘curriculum’ involves a series of predetermined operations implemented to obtain 
predetermined outcomes, the word ‘strategy’ requires the ability to take advantage of and to work with 
the opportunities and connections that emerge in the educational context. A ‘strategy’ “is constructed 
as the action takes place” and is “the art of using the information produced in the action to integrate 
it, to formulate certain schemes of action ‘on the spot’, and to enable oneself to gather the maximum 
certainty for confronting that which is uncertain”.  
The role of documentation by which teachers (or any other observer) submit their observations(to 

“collegial reflection and critical discussion that can enhance their meaning and shared value”, is 
essential for open and collegial educational work. These observations are “not a mirroring of reality but 
an interpretation of reality”. This creates a very specific image of the teacher, whose main role is to 
organise contexts (and the physical environment is thought as essential for children’s experience, not 
just as a backdrop) and opportunities, rather than merely leading children towards predetermined 
results. 
The teacher permits connections between people, ideas, and experiences. In so doing, the teacher is 

“removed from the ambiguity of certainties”, and must instead take on a “responsibility to choose, 
experiment, discuss, reflect and change, focusing on the organisation of opportunities rather than the 
anxiety of pursuing results, and maintaining in her/his work the pleasure of amazement and wonder”. 
Here, we are a long way from the teacher-as-technician, an image increasingly dominant in 

advanced liberal societies and much closer to the image of the teacher as a reflective practitioner and 
researcher. 
This teacher is, like the child with whom she/he works, strong, competent, curious and active – a 

complete teacher, a protagonist, as much as the child. 
The relationship between teacher and child is worked out by bringing into relationship their 

respective strategic contributions within the interaction, not with the view of making different points 
of view homogeneous and consistent, but in order to understand how different points of view are 
constructed reciprocally. 
The teacher’s role is identified as the main “connector” of elements, points of view, and 

relationships within an educational context that, while not accommodating randomness of thoughts 
and actions, is nonetheless capable of being open to the unpredictable and to chance. 
This kind of professionalism considered from this new point of view, definitely needs a high level of 

training before starting working in services and also a high level of ongoing training and supervision 
within them.  

1.4.3 The child as protagonist 
         and inclusion policies 

It is crucial to notice how such an approach relies on the enhancing of human potential instead of 
on setting up resources when exclusion or problematic situations are already present.  
This view deals with the issue of inclusion not as a fight against exclusion, but instead as the 

promotion of the development and the support of human potential in positive terms. 
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On the other hand, as shown in the graph above, researches agree in identifying the very first years 
of life as the period in which evolutional processes, that are fundamental for the personal identity 
construction, are most concentrated. 
 

 

 
At the same time, some very authoritative reflections from economical sciences point out the very 

high economical profitability of investments that are orientated toward the preschool period. These 
beliefs represent an orientation that should make policies realise that this kind of investment is more 
important and profitable than searching for solutions when problems are already there. 
In order to say that we have general good results, we also need to have quantitative, good and 

measurable results. The current network of facilities available for very young children in Italy, for 
example, offers educational services only to about 23% of the 0 to 2 year-old children, but, as shown in 
the chart, the distribution of the “nidi” in Italy is very diversified. 
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Places in nidi and integrative services per 100 children 0Places in nidi and integrative services per 100 children 0Places in nidi and integrative services per 100 children 0Places in nidi and integrative services per 100 children 0----2 years old2 years old2 years old2 years old    

per Region and Autonomous Province per Region and Autonomous Province per Region and Autonomous Province per Region and Autonomous Province –––– At 31/12/2008 At 31/12/2008 At 31/12/2008 At 31/12/20081    

Tassi di accoglienza nei servizi educativi

25  a 27 ,5   (3)
19  a 25   (5)
13 ,5  a 19   (4)

6,2  a 13 ,5   (5)

 

 

These quantitative differences are accompanied by differences in the social representation of needs, 
as well as in the quality of projects and experiences. In particular, the quantity and quality of 
educational services for children seem to be directly proportional to: 

• the diffusion of the social representation of children’s potential and competence; 

• the development of expectations regarding the availability of services capable of offering – 
(within the context of a public political effort) opportunities of expression for the children’s 
potential and support to the families in the expression of their educational potential. 
 
We can look at ECEC services as important elements for a kind of “ecological experiment” that 

enables us to read and interpret certain interesting phenomena. 

• In immediate terms, this experience shows that the significant and qualified presence of 
educational services for young children encounters a level of interest and appreciation on behalf of 
the families, that goes beyond a simple correlation between the expression of the demand and the 
need for assistance, to embrace the educational value that the infant-toddler centres and other 
integrative services hold for both the children and the families. 

• In the medium and long term, these kind of experiences will also be able to help in 
understanding the forms of relationship that can exist between the significant and qualified 
presence of educational services for young children and (just to offer few of the possible examples) 
the presence of women on the job market, the tendency towards motherhood and fatherhood, the 
sharing of the responsibilities of child care among parents, and furthermore, attention to individual 
diversities, intercultural relations, and the prevention of phenomena of school dispersion and 
abandonment. 

 
That is the reason why, in conclusion, we want an universally available service that is 

conceptualised as a public responsibility and one that confirms the virtuous relationship that can be 
established between the recognition of children’s protagonism, community participation and public 

                                                             
1 Data updated every 6 months in the framework of the monitoring activities of the extra-ordinary Plan show the present phase 

of progressive development of policies on ECEC services (see www.minori.it). 
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policy, at a time when policies persist in taking directions that are predominantly different from those 
of the children.  
Maybe the most important thing is not measuring results on children, but instead starting to 

measure the availability and controlling the quality level of these kinds of services and opportunities 
for our children and our families.  
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1.5 Outcomes of the Working Groups 

Working group 1 

Children’s identity and the quality of ECEC services∗ 

Coordinator: Aldo Fortunati 
Participants from: Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Portugal, Spain, Italy 
Discussion points:  

• Children’s identity 

• The child as protagonist of his/her own processes of growth and development 

• ECEC services must be built around such a perspective 

• Organizational considerations and planning schemes/orientations  

Coordinator’s presentation  

Crucial issue: the importance of uniting ECEC policies and their quality.  
 
In order to reflect on the quality of ECEC. It’s necessary to establish a common concept on the 

identity of the children. Fortunati shows a series of images from the Istituto degli Innocenti´s artistic 
heritage, explaining that the artistic representation reflects the historical development of the child's 
identity, from the idea of a child who is weak and passive, to the idea of the child as:  

• A person  

• Rightholder  

• Endowed with creative potential  

• (A person) under development  

• A protagonist of his/her own processes of growth and development 
Education allows the expression of potential development. Society accepts the responsibility to 

provide a context to develop children’s potential capacities.  
The specific responsibility is to make quality services available in order to reach this objective. 

Necessary elements to ensure the quality of ECEC  

1. Stability of the contexts of both physical relationships and those outside the family, which enable 
the child to establish its benchmarks.  

2. Regularity: children need time references with the daily routine, but also flexibility, depending on 
their needs 

3. Continued and meaningful dialogue with families. 

Other necessary conditions 

• Context of relationship depending on the child's identity, importance of physical space (which 
encourages the exploration of the child).  

• Rethinking the role of the educator: educator and infant are two subjects in a horizontal and 
cooperative relationship.  

• Collective reflection among educators: the need to discuss, to share experiences, documentation, 
etc. 

Two aspects to deepen  

1. The child protagonist of the curriculum  
2. The child protagonist of inclusion policies  
 
 

                                                             
∗ The present report has been drafted by Mercedes Benito, rapporteur of the group. 
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1. The curriculum 
Compared with an interpretation of the curriculum as uniformity and application of homogeneous 

models and default, this is a curriculum based on understanding and expanding individual skills, 
focusing on diversity.  
The curriculum of early childhood education is very complex, it needs:  

• patience for children to express themselves  

• a distinct organizational context for each child, to facilitate creative expression.  

• it should not impose, but offer opportunities  
• reflection, collegial documentation, exchange of experiences, also with parents (with attention 
to mental representations and stereotypes instead of looking at their own children’s abilities).  
 
Myths to be avoided by educators  
• Certainty: linking education to change rather than certainty.  

• The results: increasing emphasis on organizing opportunities rather than on results.  
 

2. Social inclusion. From the real to the possible 
Importance of promoting the child's potential before being affected by problems. The first two years 

of life are key stages of individual development, there is no other time in life when there is such a 
concentration of significant learning.  
The investment is profitable at this stage, it takes fewer resources for higher achievements. The 

universality and quality of ECEC services appears to be proportional to the representation of children 
as power and competence.  

Conclusions  

• Approach on quality, universality, natural expectation of parents, means a recognition of the 
community as a right for all children, no longer linked to special needs.  

• There is a very strong link between greater quantity and quality of services and: 
- employment rate  
- equity  
- balance of fathers / mothers responsibilities.  
- preventing failure at school. 
- quality of life  
opting for  
- Universal services, affordable for everyone.  
- Increase responsibility of all people.  
- Quantity and quality, including  

- state of quality monitoring  
- financial support. 
 

QUALITY AND EQUITY. Debate  

 
Participants’ interventions: main questions emerged 
 
1. At which age universal access to ECEC services must be offered? 
2. How early incorporation undermines the right to identity? All activities are organized by adults, 

there is little space to be with other children, to be alone, to do nothing... If you are not 
guaranteed one-to-one relation with each baby, it is better not to go 

3. A representative of a municipal service in Italy says they have very organized services, all 
activity is regulated, planned like in real schools (in Nordic countries they are more free, 
flexible, with a more individual approach). In Italy we would have to change the pattern, 
finding a balance between an individual approach and another more diversified. 
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4. Responsible policies for children in Emilia Romagna, with the link between quality and free 
access for all. The difficulty is getting politicians to agree on gratuity. Key point: quality with 
affordable costs promotes inclusion. 

 
Coordinator’s intervention  
Is there a “good” age to go to an ECEC service? This is impossible to determine as there is not a 

better age, but an appropriate age for each child and each mother.It is a choice for parents, especially 
mothers, according to reality, in an environment in which mother and father enjoy their relationship 
with the child. This certainly also depends on their employment situation and perspectives.  
When we speak of universal obligation it’s not in the “compulsory” sense but rather in the 

“warranty” sense, to indicate the possibility to have access to services or even the parents’ freedom to 
choose between different options, or also to choose the age of access.  
We share a concern about the rigid system in which services are often organised. This would be an 

opportunity to offer structured moments balanced with more individualized ones, moments of rest and 
moments to be alone.  
 
Participant (Responsible for Social Policies, Piedmont): male parents are still scarcely involved 

because of work permits etc. this partially depends as well on the fact that employers are reluctant to 
give parental permissions.  
 
Coordinator: men are less involved in educational activities. In Norway there is a tendency to 

include more males in ECEC services.  
A change in that sense would be great, but how could this happen? From one point of view, now 

parents share more tasks, although the father is more orientated towards play activities. 
 
Participant (from Southern Italy): ECEC services are lacking in southern Italy (Bari). How can we 

influence policies? This cannot be measured in strictly economic terms, because it is not the same as 
raising animals. How can we lay the grounds for a different system and how can we fight against the 
unpredictable aspect of politics? This is a country with resources.  
 
Coordinator: The public system does not work in many cases, but developing good policies is a 

different issue.  
Our standards of conscience and convergence are high, the quality indicators are clear. The 

problem is that politicians still have not taken interest in the subject to deploy resources. He is not 
very optimistic. 
The key is to share experiences, raise awareness and promote networking to influence politics. It is 

not only to understand but to effect and to provoke change in policies.  
 
Participant: in Spain the issue of early childhood care is included in the political agenda and, in 

recent years, there has been an increase in the state budget for ECEC services.  
 
Final Comment (Coordinator)  
He highlights the strategic role of the network to help influence European policy. 
Our key phrase should be “sharing experiences to transform”.  
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Working group 2 
Access to ECEC services, costs and fees for families with special attention to 

migrant and socially disadvantaged children∗ 

Coordinator: Sylvie Rayna 
Participants from: France, Italy and Belgium (Flemish Community).  
Discussion points: 

• Presentation of partly local experiences and innovative initiatives being conducted in the 
different countries, with a view to answering some key questions:  

• Towards free services: how? 

• Universal fees, according to the families' incomes and characteristics (common services and 
family services) 

• The roles of national and local government in the economic provision / funding 

• The relation between public and private sector 

• Which innovations do link children care and inclusion/insertion of parents? 
 

The debates reveal: 

• ECEC services are already free in the three countries mentioned above for children > 2 ½ 
years, with the exception of childcare outside schools (unlike other countries, such as the Nordic 
countries and UK).  
 

• The issue of free services crops up in ECEC services for children < 2 ½ years. This is due, 
among other things, to financial obstacles as a result of shortages (cf. Barcelona target) and 
recessions. Free services can be more difficult to defend when the relative services only concern a 
certain section of the parents of children in this age group.  
 

• The problem of accessibility to services is multi-fold:  
- financial,  
- geographic (cf. differences in the supply of care services between rural and urban areas and within 

urban areas) 
- cultural. 
 

• Moreover, existing initiatives for making services more accessible, provide families with greater 
choices. Too often they are little know and local, and bear no real relation to the larger scale. The 
workshop is an opportunity to adopt an approach for identifying and sharing analyses of interesting 
initiatives.  
 

Ex1: In Flanders, due to shortages, single-parent families and families contending with 
unemployment, have less of a chance of finding a place in an childcare centre. Two structural 
measures have therefore been taken at Community level.  
Firstly, a parental fee programme (PFP), based on income, for (non) subsidised collective and 

family care services (is being implemented). This system already exists in the subsidized sector, and 
is now also available for ECEC services in the non-subsidised sectors. One third of the non-
subsidised sector has already opted for this PFP system. The care centres that choose to avail of this 
system declare it to the relative authorities and implement it for all the children covered by the 
services. They first need to be authorized and to meet a series of functional conditions, which are 
inspected1. In exchange for this, they will receive a public subsidy (a maximum of € 25/day/child in 
the collective childcare centre, and a maximum of € 17/day/child in the family care centre) as a 
supplement to the fee paid by the parents. To avoid any stigmatisation of families, a code system is 
in place: The ECEC centres do not known the amounts parents pay in the PFP.  

                                                             
∗ The present report has been drafted by Florence Pirard, rapporteur of the group. 
1
 Since 2007, inspections are conducted by an external public agency (a joint agency for all welfare services; most of the agents 

still benefit from their experience as agents of Kind&Gezin). 
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Secondly, an official priority system is in place in the subsidized and non-subsidised ECEC 
centres that have opted to use the parental fee programme, which is calculated on the basis of the 
parents’ income (20% of places are reserved for single parent families, unemployed families, and the 
children of parents seeking vocational integration, etc.).  

 

• Challenges of this initiative: To make all services (subsidized and non-subsidised, collective and 
family-oriented) financially more accessible, while ensuring that conditions are right for quality care 
services.  

 
• Impact: Has been running for 1 year; it is too early to evaluate the effects of these measures, in 
terms of, among other things, their impact on the number of disadvantaged families currently being 
catered for. To be followed: 

 

Ex2: In Italy, ECEC services are almost entirely collective and vary in their organisation, 
according to the regions. With regard to ECEC services for children between the ages of 0 and 3, in 
centres managed by municipalities, families cover 24% of the real average cost at national level, 
although this percentage varies a great deal from one township to the next, and in all cases varies 
according to the family’s income. Priorities are established (for children with psycho-physical 
problems, in need of urgent care). In most cities (Bologna, Rome, etc.), the same system is applied 
to ECEC centres that are accredited and subsidized by the municipalities: A scale is established on 
the basis of the parents’ income, with the municipality paying the balance.  
In Rome, for example, families submit their childcare requests to the municipality, which then 

proposes different options. For public eligible ECEC services, the more attentive municipalities also 
offer continuous joint training for professionals working in both subsidized and public ECEC 
services and organize other forms of networking. Systems for evaluating subsidized nurseries (Rome) 
or subsidized and public nurseries (Emilia region) have been set up and are currently being tested.  
In certain regions, according to the testimony of professionals in a cooperative in Bologna, the 

state grants aid to the accredited private sector through a coupon system. If, for example, the family 
requests home services that amount to € 950/month, it will pay a maximum of € 450, and the 
remaining € 500 will be covered by the municipality. Nevertheless, € 450/month may still be too 
high an amount for certain families to pay. In Bologna, a coupon system has been tried out for 
families that have applied for them and are employed. If one of the parents loses their job, the 
family automatically loses its entitlement to coupons!  
In Rome, there is no coupon system (at the moment).  

 
• The experiences of Bologna and Rome reveal different forms of subsidizing with contradictory 
effects. They highlight the importance of public investment, not only at a financial level, but also in 
terms of a more global evaluation and monitoring of ECEC services to provide quality care for all.  
 

• What are the effects on ECEC services for disadvantaged families? Studies conducted in Italy 
yielded the following results:  
 

- Since the children of working mothers are given priority access to public and subsidized 
childcare, both parents are in employment in an average of +/– 85% of the families that avail 
of the ECEC services. 

- Single parent families with children under the age of 3 are poorly represented, but benefit from 
priority access to ECEC services. 

- Requests from legal immigrant families are accepted by the municipalities. A study conducted 
in 2002 in Rome, Milan and Pérouse revealed that in the same city, the percentage of children 
from immigrant families that are in municipal (or subsidised) childcare or on waiting lists is the 
same as indigenous families. It highlights differences between cultural groups: Families of Asian 
origin do not avail of public childcare services as much as families originating from Easter 
Europe or South America. 

Ex3: In France, a specific investment has been allocated to childcare (1% of GDP), with 70% of the 
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costs being covered by the Family branch of social security, while the remaining 30% is covered by the 
townships and families. There is no question of free chilcare for children of less than 3 years old, 
considering yhe economic climate and the cost that a measure of this kind would represent, but a 
«sem-free» service. The PFP contributions parents pay under critical circumstances can be as low as 29 
cents/h…  
In practice, municipalities give priority to families with low incomes or a precarious status, but an 

equilibrium always has to be found to, among other things, ensure there is a healthy management of 
public funds. The principle is to reserve a quota of places for minimum social security beneficiaries with 
guaranteed access (irrespective of the development of the family situation). Urgent childcare is also a 
priority.  
At the same time, institutions are not only expected to run pedagogical programmes, but also social 

projects that link the service to its local environment and meet the needs of families (including the 
most disadvantaged families). The accessibility targets raise questions about enrolment practices and 
the management of places in establishments:  
- In France, there is a relatively low level of participation compared to other countries. This fact is, 

among other things, linked to the 35 hour structure which generates an increase in families’ 
demand for childcare on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, more than other days. As a result services are 
under-used. Current requirement: 65% occupancy rate. 

- There is also interest in a centralized system for enrolment requests at township level or a group of 
townships in order to make the post possible use of available places, irrespective of the parents’ 
place of residence. A place allocation committee ensures that there is a social mix in the various 
services2. 
 

• Challenge: Accessibility involves different levels of responsibility (state, municipality, 
establishments) and calls for the development of the social functions of all care services beyond their 
educational and economic functions, without creating a ghetto effect.  
 

An analysis of the various initiatives reveals that:  
 

• In order to make services accessible to all, a proactive approach is essential and must be 
accompanied by a meeting of the requirements expressed by the families. For example, a parent who is 
seeking a job, that requires training will probably not only need to have vocational guidance but also 
some help in finding a place in childcare. This is why it is important to make vocational integration 
agents aware of the issues of childcare. The challenges of ensuring accessibility highlight the 
importance of establishing partnerships between people working in education, integration and 
employment (cf. experiences in Flanders).  
 

• The issue of ensuring disadvantaged families’ access to services is exacerbated by the fact that they are 
often forced to accept precarious jobs with atypical or unpredictable working hours, which compels them to 
resort to «D systems» to solve their childcare problems. Local initiatives tend to offer contextualized 
solutions. In the Parisian region, there is a 24/24h nursery association called «Babyloup» which caters for 
children in a disadvantaged neighbourhood to allow women in this neighbourhood to enter or return to the 
labour market; this crèche is run with the women of the neighbourhood. Other experiments have been 
conducted, such as those of municipalities that organize and finance the cost of providing the assistance of a 
child-minder, who collects the child from the nursery to ensure their care outside opening hours. Reference 
is also made to the inter-generational experiences of the «Mamy» association in Toulon, which offers, 
among other things, a fixed childcare service, but also itineraries that cover isolated rural areas, by giving 
priority to children whose parents are on minimum social benefit and by favouring the training of parents 
in, among other things, the field of personal services. Mention should also be made of the travelling 
structures in the more vulnerable neighbourhoods of big cities like Marseille.  

                                                             
2
 Experiences in Flanders in the joint management of enrolment requests for family and collective ECEC services at local level 

also show the positive effect of these measures on the attendance rate of these services. 
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• These different experiences have highlighted the importance of taking into account a social 
phenomenon (such as the flexibility in working hours for example), while at the same time calling into 
question the role of public bodies. How far should one go in responding to the need for flexibility on 
the labour market (protecting the interests of children and parents beyond those of employers) ? What 
limits should be defined ? How to ensure accompanying measures when the service is really necessary 
(ex: Fire brigades, police, health care, etc.). These supplementary measures do not only raise financial 
issues, as in the case of the Flemish experience where funds are available to extend the opening hours 
of services but where subsidy requests do not follow. These measures raise political debates, the 
problems of reconciling professional and private lives for the professionals concerned and security 
issues in cases of extended opening hours. It is apparent that many of the parents concerned prefer to 
seek family or informal solutions. We notice, however, that single-parent families have less 
opportunities to find family solutions and that immigrant families often prefer to avoid them.  

• For a broader perspective, there is the example of the coordination initiative in the Flanders 
between the education (teaching) sector and Kind en Gezin (the preventive health care sector). 
Because it has both been established that there are fewer children from disadvantaged families enrolled 
in nursery schools and that this experience is of vital importance for the development of the children 
concerned, a collaboration has been established between two departments, so that medical-social 
workers from Kind en Gezin can visit the homes of families concerned to promote an awareness of the 
benefits of attending a school.  
 
To conclude, various local initiatives are being conducted in different countries to make care centres 

more accessible to all, but they too often remain unknown, and are not always analysed in depth to 
identify the areas of strength that could be applied on a larger scale. Monographic research (not only at 
a national scale and reduced to measurable indicators) could contribute to not only a better 
understanding of the issues, but also an improvement of the current situation, by taking the complexity 
of the phenomena studied into account.  
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Working group 3 
Promotion of children’s rights, development of services 
and prevention of social exclusion* 

Coordinator: Jan Peeters 
Participants from: French Community of Belgium, Estonia, Denmark, France, Greece, Italy, Spain, 

Portugal. 
Discussion points: 

• Children's rights are a powerful tool to combat poverty, especially the right for access to ECEC 
provisions. 

• Some countries have made efforts to motivate families living in poverty to send their children to 
ECEC. Are the services ready for those families?  

• Children's rights can be used against parents, to make them feel guilty that they cannot give the 
necessary opportunities to their children. What are the risks and what can we do about it? 

 
The first part of the discussion focused on children’s rights: can they be used against parents when 

they are not able to give the best opportunities to their children? 
Using children’s rights against parents is very dangerous, especially in case of parents living in 

poverty. Children rights must be seen in relation with the living conditions of the parents. An 
approach based on children rights can be misused in order to take children away from their parents or 
for focusing on the deficit side of the parental role, instead of supporting parents who live in very 
difficult circumstances.  
Respecting children rights as well as the provisions established in the CRC is not only the 

responsibility of the parents but also of the wider society.  
An example of this is the lack of accessibility to childcare for the children living in poverty. Each 

member state has the duty to give the same opportunities of access to ECEC to all children. In this 
perspective it is important that the member states have better,reliable data on the access of poor 
children to education and care services.  
The Convention on the Rights of the Child helps to change perspective on the traditional power of 

the parents. In fact, it gives “power” to the children, legitimizing a sort of change in the balance of 
power in families. 
It is therefore important to hear the children’s opinion, considering it in the implementation of 

quality profiles and standards concerning ECEC. 

 
The role of professionals is then very important and they also have a responsibility in making 

children’s rights a reality. 
In particular, the professionals’ role must consist of supporting parents in raising their children. 

Professionals must try to foster dialogue between parents and ECEC services. They should help parents 
by giving them instruments to empower them in the relationships with their children. 

 
Unfortunately, not all people working in ECEC services have the competences to do so. The 

challenge is therefore to provide adequate training for staff. The active involvement of parents should 
be one of the focus for ECEC professionals. In most of the cases, today’s methods are likely to 
particularly involve mothers. Furthermore, this kind of involvement tends to be restricted to middle 
and high class families. ECEC services should pay more attention to the involvement of fathers and the 
effort should be directed towards the involvement of disadvantaged and/or migrant families. 
It should also be said, when relating to children’s rights, that while some countries have bodies in 

charge of controlling that ECEC are in line with the CRC’s provisions (Ombudsman, for example), 
others do not. 

                                                             
* The present report has been drafted by Ellen Meijer, rapporteur of the group. 
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In particular, there is a big problem with the lack of data. How do we know if children coming from 
poor/migrant households attend ECEC facilities? In some countries, for example, it is difficult to collect 
this kind of data, because it is forbidden to collect sensitive information (like those on ethnicity etc…). 
On the other hand, what can be done to motivate disadvantaged families (poor, immigrants) to 

send their children to ECEC facilities? In this respect, countries have used different strategies: France 
Portugal and Belgium have a percentage of reserved places for low-income families. On the contrary, In 
Luxembourg and Denmark ECEC are completely free for low-income families and a universal right to 
attend ECEC has been established. 
Another part of the discussion was about the need to set quality targets in addition to the 

quantitative ones, even if one should also be aware of the danger that this operation implies.  
Services for young children have good results, only if the quality of the care is high. So we need 

more qualitative criteria to guarantee quality care and this is particularly important in view of 
including disadvantaged children in ECEC services.  
On the other hand the fear is that quality targets will be set at a minimum level and will therefore 

not be useful at all.  
Coordination at a European level would probably be the best way to avoid this risk and collect 

realistic data. 
Finally, having to answer the question if ECEC services are now ready to welcome disadvantaged 

children and families, probably it should be said that they are not completely equipped to do this yet, 
but there is a more urgent need for inclusion on behalf of the society and for disadvantaged families as 
well. This occasion should not be wasted because participation is the priority: attitudes towards poor 
families and poor children should begin to change.  
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2.0 Some initial observations on the CRC approach 

Roberta Ruggiero∗ 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) recognises in its article 28 the right to 
education as an individual right, which does not miraculously appear when children first reach the age 
to start school. That was explicitly stated in the General Comment no. 7 (Implementing child rights in 
early childhood, CRC/C/GC/7/Rev. 120 September 2006) is that young children are fully-fledge rights 
holders, outlining that starting from this previous assumption these children are entitled to special 
protection measures. Moreover, in accordance with their evolving capacities, adults are required to 
guide and provide them with the needed information towards the progressive exercise of their rights. 
Thus, to fulfil their tasks parents should be encouraged to offer “direction and guidance” centred on 
the child through dialogue and examples, in ways that enhance young children’s capacities to exercise 
their rights (Landsdown, 2005). 
The CRC gives great attention to the role of parents and other primary caregivers, for instance, the 

requirement that they act in children’s best interests is linked to parental responsibility. Article 5 states 
that parents’ role is to offer appropriate direction and guidance in “the exercise by the child of the 
rights in the… Convention”. This applies equally to younger as to older children. Babies and infants 
are entirely dependent on others, but they are not passive recipients of care, direction and guidance. 
They are active social agents, who seek protection, nurturance and understanding from parents or 
other caregivers, which they require for their survival, growth and well-being. These relationships offer 
children physical and emotional security, as well as consistent care and attention. Through these 
relationships children construct a personal identity and acquire culturally valued skills, knowledge and 
behaviours. For this reason, parents (and other caregivers) are normally the major channels through 
which young children are able to realize and progressively more autonomously exercise their rights. 
The recent General Comment no. 12 of the Committee states: 
 

consequently, the child has a right to direction and guidance, which have to compensate for the lack of 
knowledge, experience and understanding of the child and are restricted by his or her evolving capacities, as 
stated in this article. The more the child himself or herself knows, has experienced and understands, the more 
the parent, legal guardian or other persons legally responsible for the child have to transform direction and 
guidance into reminders and advice and later to an exchange on an equal footing. This transformation will not 
take place at a fixed point in a child’s development, but will steadily increase as the child is encouraged to 
contribute her or his views (General Comment no. 12, The right of the child to be heard, CRC/C/GC/12, 20 
July 2009).  

 
In order to carry out their role positively, parents need to receive adequate respect and support from 

the State. The Convention on the Rights of the Child states that: 
1. Parents have the primary responsibility for promoting children’s development and 
well-being, with the child’s best interests as their basic concern (arts. 18.1 and 27.2). In 
relation to this, States parties should not intervene and should respect the primacy of 
parents, mothers and fathers;  

2. States parties are required to render appropriate assistance to parents, legal guardians and 
extended families in the performance of their child rearing responsibilities (arts. 18.2 and 
18.3), including assisting parents in providing living conditions necessary for the child’s 
development (art. 27.2) and ensuring that children receive necessary protection and care 
(art. 3.2)1.  

 
 

                                                             
∗ ChildONEurope Secretariat coordinator and researcher at the Istituto degli Innocenti. 

1 On the interpretation of the ratio of the CRC please see also Bernard van Leer Foundation, 2009. 
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The States’ responsibility in supporting parents in their child rearing responsibilities regarding 
ECEC services, represents the focal point of the analysis of this second part of the publication. 
More specifically, the aim of this second part is to identify the key findings of the most relevant 

reports drafted by international organizations on ECEC services at European level, with the aim of 
facilitating the discussion on ECEC service policies during the meeting of the Intergovernmental 
Group L’Europe de l’Enfance to be held in Antwerp on 8-10 September 2010 and the Meeting of 
Ministers responsible for childhood to be held in Brussels on 15-16 December 2010. 
This review focuses in particular on the subjects of the analysis of the review that the 

ChildONEurope Secretariat addressed to the ChildONEurope partners, namely: data and typologies of 
ECEC services, different models of ECEC systems developed at a national level, forms of financial 
support for ECEC services, access guarantees to ECEC services, Barcelona targets (difficulties found by 
States and national expectations over the identification of qualitative standards by the EU). 
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2.1 Data and typologies of ECEC services 

Erika Bernacchi* 

2.1.1 Limited availability of data at national and international level 

All international and comparative reports on ECEC services agree in saying that data collection on 
ECEC services in particular for children aged 0-3 years – for example, concerning the number of 
services and places available, enrolment rates, public expenditure, etc. – remains limited.  
The ChildONEurope review also showed the difficulty in obtaining data that distinguished the 

number of available places in full time services and the number of children welcomed into services. 
The collection of data concerning part-time services was even more difficult.  
This lack in the availability of data has important consequences not only in terms of the difficulty of 

international comparability, but also at national level in terms of the identification of the needs of 
younger children and the consequent planning and monitoring of adequate policies. 
The reasons for such inadequacy in data collection lie in different grounds. At national level one 

reason is that the national statistical bureaus that collect data on population, households, social 
policies or education were not initially set up to collect data on ECEC services. Furthermore the fact 
that the responsibility for the provision of ECEC services lies in various Ministries, does not facilitate 
the data collection. 
At an international level, comparative statistical reports show various shortcomings. First of all the 

data reported is often not comparable as it is collected differently at national levels and because there 
exist typologies of ECEC services that differ greatly in terms of the number of hours of opening, and 
types of services offered (see figure 1 below).  
For instance the UOE data collection1 – whose aim is to provide internationally comparable data on 

education systems – only provides limited data on ECEC services. Furthermore the analysis procedures 
followed in the PISA Programme (Programme for International Student Assessment) that provides 
analysis linking socio-economic status, students characteristics and financing variables are not applied 
as regards ECEC services. 
Another difficulty is due to the ISCED definition of early childhood education as ISCED Level 0 

programmes are defined as “centre or school-based programmes that are designed to meet the 
educational and developmental needs of children of at least 3 years of age, and that have staff that are 
adequately trained (i.e. qualified) to provide an educational programme for the children. These 
programmes are further defined as the initial stage of organised instruction”. As the Starting Strong II 
report underlines “Such an understanding does not correspond to how early childhood programming is 
conceived in many countries or as described in Starting Strong (OECD, 2001). A basic confusion is 
found in the distinction drawn by ISCED between “education” and “care” and on that basis, its 
decision to begin data collection at the age of 3 years or to treat certain forms of kindergarten 
education as outside the ISCED definition”.  
National efforts to establish data collection and monitoring of ECEC services vary greatly rom 

country to country. The Nordic countries, which set up comprehensive ECEC services many decades 
ago, have also well established systems to collect and monitor data.  
Also other countries have set up agencies dedicated to collect data in this field also considering the 

Barcelona targets. In many countries however there is no established procedure to collect data on 
ECEC services.  

                                                             
* ChildONEurope Secretariat coordinator and researcher at the Istituto degli Innocenti. 
1
 The UOE collection, based at the OECD, is sponsored by the Institute for Statistics (UNESCO/UIS), the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the Statistical Office of the European Union (EUROSTAT). 
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2.1.2 Some available data 

Despite the difficulties encountered by States and international agencies in collecting data – as 
explained above – some comparative tables can give us an idea of where we stand in EU countries in 
terms of children attending ECEC services.  
Useful data is cited for instance by the EU Commission in its Report to the European Parliament, 

the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions on the 
implementation of the Barcelona objectives concerning childcare facilities for pre-school-age children. 
The data indicated has been collected by Eurostat (EU-SILC, 2006) and relate to the year 2006 
providing a “mid-term snapshot of the progress made” by the States. 
The data refers to the use of existing childcare facilities by parents, but not to the number of places 

existing in each Member States.  
More specifically, it concerns the proportion of children up to 3 years old cared for by formal 

arrangements of up to 30 hours / 30 hours or more per usual week.  
 

Figure 1. Proportion of children up to 3 years cared by formal Figure 1. Proportion of children up to 3 years cared by formal Figure 1. Proportion of children up to 3 years cared by formal Figure 1. Proportion of children up to 3 years cared by formal arrangements, up to 30 hours / 30 hours or more per usual weekarrangements, up to 30 hours / 30 hours or more per usual weekarrangements, up to 30 hours / 30 hours or more per usual weekarrangements, up to 30 hours / 30 hours or more per usual week    

 
Source: Eurostat, EU-SILC 2006, Provisional data 

 

The report indicates that regarding the target of 33% of ECEC services for children under the age 
of 3, only five Member States (Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden, Belgium, Spain) have surpassed it, 
while five others (Portugal, United Kingdom, France, Luxembourg, Slovenia) are approaching this 
target. Seven Member States (Finland, Italy, Cyprus, Estonia, Germany, Ireland, Latvia) have reached 
an intermediate level of coverage (between 16 and 26%), eight Member States (Greece, Hungary, 
Malta, Slovakia, Lithuania, Austria, Czech Republic, Poland) show a coverage rate of 10% or less. 
Nevertheless, these coverage rates relate to all children, irrespective of how many hours per week they 
attend a childcare facility. Attendance hours vary widely from one country to another, and in 
numerous countries a particularly high proportion of childcare facilities operate on a part-time basis 
only. 
As regards the different typologies of ECEC services present in EU countries, a useful summary is 

provided in the Eurydice Report. 
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Figure 2. Organisation of subsidised and accredited early childohood education and care provisionFigure 2. Organisation of subsidised and accredited early childohood education and care provisionFigure 2. Organisation of subsidised and accredited early childohood education and care provisionFigure 2. Organisation of subsidised and accredited early childohood education and care provision    
for prefor prefor prefor pre----school children of different ages,school children of different ages,school children of different ages,school children of different ages, 2006 2006 2006 2006----2007200720072007    

 

Source: Eurydice 

 

From the report it emerges that all European countries have some form of publicly subsidised and 
accredited ECEC services below the age of compulsory schooling. However there are many differences 
as regards the organisational forms, the competent authorities and the age at which children may 
access this type of provision.  
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Even if many countries provide subsidies services from an early age, often from the end of the 
compulsory maternity leave, this does not mean that the available places cover the demand. 
The Eurydice Report also underlines that in Europe two main organisational models are present. 

“Under the first model, provision for young children is provided in unitary settings, organised in a 
single phase for all children of pre-school age. Each setting has only one management team for 
children of all age groups and staff responsible for children’s education has, generally, the same 
qualifications and salary scales regardless of the age of the children they look after. […] Under the 
second model, ECEC services are structured according to the age of the children (normally for children 
aged 0 to 3 years and for children aged 3 to 6 years). Each type of provision may be dependent on 
different ministries” (Eurydice Report, 2009: 75). In a few countries there is almost no publicly funded 
provision at all for children under the age of 3 years. As a result, participation rates of under 3-year-
olds are extremely low. 
The second model is the most widespread in European countries, while only in few countries both 

models co-exist. Countries that have adopted a fully unitary model are also those that recognise the 
universal right to access from the youngest age, while in the countries that have chosen the second 
model children aged 0-3 years are not guaranteed subsidised places before they are old enough to enter 
pre-primary education, which is usually at around the age of 3. 
 
As regards the issue of the opening hours, the Eurydice report has identified two broad approaches: 

countries that offer subsidised services with extensive hours that are useful for the conciliation of 
family and working life and those that provide only part time subsidised services. For instance full-day 
provision is the norm in the Nordic countries, three Baltic countries, Belgium, Spain, France, Hungary, 
the Netherlands (except in playgroups), Austria, Poland, Portugal, Romania and Slovenia, while part 
time subsidised services operate in Germany, Greece and Cyprus (Eurydice Report, 2009: 82). 

2.1.3 Recommendations 

In order to improve data collection, the Starting Strong II report suggests:  
 
1. Establishing a national database and support local capacity in data collection;  
2. Establishing ECEC policy units to deal with policy guidance, data collection, quality and 

curriculum matters;  
3. Organising data collection to respond to the needs of information related to the areas of 

demand, supply, access and quality in order to make the programming in this area possible;  
4. Redefining and expanding data collection beyond the present ISCED “level zero” perspective, 

to include all early education and care services for young children;  
5. Collecting data on aspects related to financial issues, such as child-staff expenditure on the 

various ECEC service types; expenditure on maternity and parental leave, on child allowances 
and other transfers towards families with young children;  

6. Collecting data according to the goals that each country sets in relation with ECEC services;  
7. Creating more dynamic methods of statistical analysis treating data as interactive variables (e.g. 

Pisa programme);  
8. Involving local administrations, parents and teachers associations as well as independent 

researchers in data collection and monitoring (OECD, 2006: 179-185). 
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2.2 An evaluation of different models of ECEC systems 
      developed at the national level 

Roberta Ruggiero* 

The Committee on the rights of the child is particular concerned that States parties have not given 
sufficient attention to young children as rights holders and to the laws, policies and programmes 
required to realize their rights during this distinct phase of their childhood. Moreover, a sensible State 
ECEC system, as research evidence from longitudinal studies and from neuroscience shows, is one in 
which the child’s earliest learning experiences are considered to be most significant in determining 
future progress in education and subsequent success in life (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; see also: Sylva et 
al., 2004; Schweinhart et al., 2005). The fulfilment of this promise lies on the organization of national 
systems that pay particular attention to the needs of the youngest children, including to those children 
who are still in home care.  
As far as the systemic national level is concerned, different international studies and reports agree 

that the organisation of ECEC services is a complex issue and crosses traditional administrative 
boundaries and competences. In relation to this, the NESSE Networks of Experts Report (2009), 
elaborated for the European Commission, suggests that a more effective result could be achieved 
through the development of a coordinated policy in which investments are across a broad range of 
policies that affect young children’s lives. Moreover, the Report also advises, on the basis of the OECD 
report elaborated in 2006, that “a systemic and integrated approach to early education and care is 
necessary to develop and improve services at a systemic level – a co-ordinated policy framework, the 
appointment of a lead ministry, the coordination of central and decentralized levels, a collaborative 
and participatory approach to reform, links across services and so on” (NESSE Networks of Experts, 
2009: 55, 62; see also OECD, 2006).  
Other reports, such as the Eurydice one, strongly emphasise the necessity to have recourse to a 

unitary system as a possible future desired development. The concern over this issue is due the fact 
that all European countries, without exception, have implemented accredited and subsidised ECEC 
services and yet, in most of them, this division across traditional administrative boundaries persists. For 
instance, while the division of competencies between 0-3 and 3-6 year-olds is addressed, the Eurydice 
report stresses that this is essentially due to our cultural history and heritage and has nothing to do 
with any scientific justifications. Therefore there is no sound explanation as to why education and care 
systems remain divided into separate settings for those under, and those over, the age of 3 (Eurydice 
Report, 2009: 136).  
Thus, while all European countries, without exception, have implemented accredited and 

financially supported ECEC services, the mentioned fragmentation of the systems persists. Exceptions 
to this reality are: Latvia, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden, Iceland and Norway where competence for early 
education and care settings are organised on a unitary basis. In fact, it emerges that in these countries, 
“a single structure for all preschool children exists which means that there is only one management 
team for children of all ages in each setting and, moreover, the adults responsible for educational 
activities have the same qualifications and salary scales whatever the age of the children they look 
after” (see Table 1 below from Eurydice Report, 2009: 136)1.  

                                                             
* ChildONEurope Secretariat coordinator and researcher at the Istituto degli Innocenti. 
1 Moreover, to complete the picture, in Denmark, Greece, Spain, Cyprus and Lithuania unitary settings can be found alongside 

separate settings. Whereas a system like this is progressively being implemented in the United Kingdom (England).  
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Table 1. Public authorities with responsibilityTable 1. Public authorities with responsibilityTable 1. Public authorities with responsibilityTable 1. Public authorities with responsibility for ECEC 2006/2007 for ECEC 2006/2007 for ECEC 2006/2007 for ECEC 2006/2007    
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Source: Eurydice Report, 2009 
 

A similar conclusion emerges from the NESSE Network of Experts Report which states, referring to 
the systemic level, that the range of national options can be divided into two categories: (1) “a 
universal or part universal system whereby at a national level one ministry oversees all provision 
including funding, levels of provision, curriculum, training etc e.g. Spain, Sweden, Finland and UK”; 
(2) “a split system, usually between over threes and under threes, where the responsibilities are 
distributed between ministries according to the age of the child”. 
The same numbers of models emerge from the ChildONEurope review of thirteen country partners. 

In planning and implementing ECEC services, three ministries are generally involved: Education, 
Social Policy and Health. Competences are essentially distributed to the different ministries on the 
basis of the age of the child, for example, in Estonia, Hungary, Italy and Spain, competence is shared 
between the education and social sector, whereas in the Belgium French Community it is organised 
over all the three mentioned sectors. Moreover, as stressed by the CRC Committee through its 
Concluding Observations to national reports, States parties do not pay sufficient attention to ECEC 
services as tools dedicated to the fulfilment of the specific needs and rights of young children. In 
relation to this aspect little can be added.  
The ChildONEurope review also looked for information relating to laws that regulate the ECEC 

sector at national and regional level. In the majority of countries, the organization of the ECEC system 
is regulated through national legal acts (e.g. Denmark, Finland, France, Ireland, Netherlands). 
Whereas, in other cases, as a consequence of the State organizational structure (federal or regional 
states), the organization of the system is regulated by framework legal provisions adopted at the 
national central level, such as Spain in where this role is played by the Ley Orgánica de Educación 
2/2006. In this second case those national or central legal provisions are integrated at the regional, 
cantonal or community level with additional legal acts issues by any federated entities in accordance to 
the previous. 
In relation to the date and timing of the reform of the legal framework dealing with the ECEC, it 

emerges that in the majority of the cases, reforms are essentially concentrated between 2003 up to 
2009. So, it is possible to say, that attention at the national, regional and local level to this issue is a 
fairly recent phenomenon. It is possible that States have turned their attention to legal frameworks as a 
consequence of the increasing consideration given to this topic by the international community during 
the last decade. 
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In the same wake, in the UNICEF Report Cart no. 8 it is settled that in the majority of the OECD 
governments have responded to the international obligation by formulating policy and law, and 
investing public resources in the provision of early childhood education and care. Probably ad 
consequence of the international and European pressure “in almost every industrialized country, 
support for parents in the bringing up of children is now regarded as a duty of governments”. 
Notwithstanding, the approach to the task varies considerably from country to country. In some, cases 
early childhood services are as well established and well funded as primary schools. “In others, they are 
often muddled in purpose, uneven in access, patchy in quality, and lacking systematic monitoring of 
access, quality, staff-to-children ratios, or staff training and qualification”.  
In sum, the division of competences does not facilitate the effective development of these services 

in the manner promoted by the Committee on the Rights of the Child. The planning and 
implementation ECEC services is affected negatively by the combination of two factors: (1) the 
distribution of various competences horizontally between on the one hand, education, and on the 
other, social affairs and/or health ministries; and (2) the assignment of implementation to 
municipalities or local authorities with only residual support from the central State to cope with the 
financial implications of the implementation process. The Eurydice Report also states that in many 
European countries, the volume of the provision is insufficient and that significant financial 
investment to create more places is needed. In the opinion of Eurydice, “this could entail the creation 
of a unitary system of early childhood education and care with settings which accommodate the entire 
age group for 0/1 to 5/6 years (Eurydice Report, 2009: 15).  
 
All the above-mentioned reports agree that there is, at present, a move towards the adoption of the 

unitary system in Europe. In fact, in the Eurydice Report it is stresses that “Countries which have 
adopted the unitary model have, in some form or another, recognised that all children have the right to 
a place in an educational setting. For instance, in Finland, this right begins at the end of maternity or 
parental leave; in Sweden municipalities are expected to provide a place for all children from their first 
birthday, whereas in Norway, the government aims to provide a guaranteed place in an ECEC setting 
to all children between 0 and 5 years since 2006. Likewise, Lithuania, Latvia and Slovenia guarantee 
provision for all children from the age of 1 (Eurydice Report, 2009: 136-137).  
The Eurydice Report also states that that the unitary model brings, in general, guaranteed access to 

education/care services. It must also be noted that in most of the countries that have adopted this 
model, the opening hours are generally extended to meet the flexible working hours of parents. The 
unitary system of education for young children also extends to the curriculum in these countries. 
Nordic countries have developed policies for the curriculum, its content and teaching methods, which 
cover the whole ECEC age group. Such an approach means that these countries accord the same 
importance to education, socialisation and care throughout the entire period of the unitary system. 
The United Kingdom (England) has also started the introduction of a single quality framework for 
early learning and childcare from birth to age five, thus lessening the distinction between education 
and care and between birth-to-three and three-to-five provision. However, the presence of a large 
private childcare sector prevents a full integration of services. 
The NESSE Network of Experts Report seems to be less strict on the unification of care and 

education. It states that whichever model is in place, implementation may be carried out in an 
effective manner at central or local level. Yet, to have good ECEC systems, it is necessary, in both 
cases, to ensure the adoption of mechanisms adequate to guarantee “that ‘good quality’ provision is 
defined and recognized, monitored and extended, and conversely that ‘poor quality’ provision is 
identified and improved”. In other words, whichever system is in place, the essential need is that ECEC 
practice is continuously revised and updated. Thus, the most complicated challenge is the 
identification of those mechanisms that can promote change. 
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2.3 Forms of financial support to ECEC services* 

Erika Bernacchi** 

Different research and reports have demonstrated that in economic terms, investment in early 
childhood brings greater returns than investing in any other stage of education, although the size of the 
effect may vary considerably. The reports also show that ECEC services can contribute to long-term 
economic well-being. However, the arguments for long-term economic well-being as a result of ECEC 
interventions may be overemphasized and should not be regarded as an alternative to addressing 
inequality and poverty (NESSE Network of Experts, 2009: 61). The report elaborated by the NESSE 
Network of Experts, underlines that it is important to consider economic arguments for ECEC within 
specific country contexts since data taken out of context may be misleading.  
As regards the GDP percentage dedicated to ECEC services, OECD data indicate that the average 

spent by OECD countries is of 0.7 per cent of GDP. The Innocenti Report Card 8 underlines that the 
countries at the top of the overall benchmarks table1 are spending approximately double the OECD 
average. Only six OECD countries meet eight or more of the benchmarks and they are the same six 
countries that top the table of government expenditure on early childhood services (Iceland, Denmark, 
Finland, Sweden, France, and Norway).  
The conclusion drawn by the UNICEF Report Card 8 is that “many OECD countries need to almost 

double current levels of expenditure on early childhood services if minimum acceptable standards are 
to be met”.  
Furthermore, following the European Commission Childcare Network (1996), it refers to a 

benchmark encouraging governments to devote a minimum of 1 per cent of GDP to ECEC services. 
According to this benchmark only 6 of 25 OECD countries for which data are available reach or 
surpass this percentage (UNICEF, 2008: 27). 
 
 

                                                             
* On the general organization of the funding of the ECEC services see also the paragraph 1. Data and typologies of ECEC 

services. 

** ChildONEurope Secretariat coordinator and researcher at the Istituto degli Innocenti. 
1 The UNICEF Report Card 8 fixes 10 minimum standards to evaluate the level of ECEC services in the OECD countries: 

Parental leave of 1 year at 50% of salary; a national plan with priority for the disadvantaged; subsidized and regulated child care 

services for 25% of children under 3; subsidized and accredited early education services for 80% of 4 year-olds; 80% of all child 

care staff trained; 50% of staff in accredited early education services tertiary educated with relevant qualification; minimum 

staff-to-children ratio of 1:15 in pre-school education; 1.0% of GDP spent on early childhood services; child poverty rate less 

than 10%; near-universal outreach of essential child health services. 
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Figure1. Public expenditure on child care andFigure1. Public expenditure on child care andFigure1. Public expenditure on child care andFigure1. Public expenditure on child care and pre pre pre pre----school education servoces, per cent of GDPschool education servoces, per cent of GDPschool education servoces, per cent of GDPschool education servoces, per cent of GDPiiii, 2003, 2003, 2003, 2003    

 
 
Regarding the financing of ECEC services, the ChildONEurope review shows that the ECEC 

system is financed mainly by public funds. To this it should be added that the other major source of 
financing is not primarily private funding but family fees. This is confirmed by the Eurydice report that 
states that all countries, except Hungary, ask families to contribute to the financing of ECEC services 
for children under the age of three even where they subsidize ECEC services.  
Fees paid by parents may vary considerably from country to country (Eurydice Report, 2009: 123). 

At the level of administration, only in a minority of countries is the budget largely devolved from the 
central level to local authorities. Even in these cases, the budget furnished by the central level is 
supplemented with local authority funding and by family contributions, and in some instances 
(Germany, Italy, etc.) by contributions from non-governmental bodies, such as the churches and other 
non-profit providers (Eurydice Report, 2009: 123).  
As for the private forms of economic support to ECEC services, the ChildONEurope review shows 

that the countries in which the private support is highest are those in which employers subsidise or co-
finance company nurseries that may be open to the wider community for a certain percentage of 
places. 
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Figure 2. Finance of public sector and publiclyFigure 2. Finance of public sector and publiclyFigure 2. Finance of public sector and publiclyFigure 2. Finance of public sector and publicly----subsidised private ECEC settings: central level, local level and family contributions, subsidised private ECEC settings: central level, local level and family contributions, subsidised private ECEC settings: central level, local level and family contributions, subsidised private ECEC settings: central level, local level and family contributions, 
2006200620062006----2007200720072007    

 
Source: Eurydice 

 
In some countries, initiatives taken by companies insert themselves into a wider framework when 

the State enacts specific policies and plans of action. For instance in Belgium (French Community), 
the government decided to create a specific plan called SEMA aimed at enabling employers to offer to 
their workers the guarantee to obtain a place in an ECEC service at a fee proportional to their wage. 
Employers can either reserve places in an existing service or contribute to the opening of a new service 
alone or in collaboration with other employers.  
Concerning access to public services for children whose parents have economic difficulties, the 

ChildONEurope review shows that access to ECEC services is guaranteed or facilitated to families with 
economic or social needs in all public systems.  
The Eurydice Report underlines that generally all countries take some measures to encourage the 

participation of children considered to be at risk. In the majority of countries these measures take the 
form of financial assistance made directly to families, such as tax reductions or exemptions, fees 
reductions or family allowances to cover this kind of expenses. 
As regards additional financial support to ECEC settings for the provision of services to children at 

risk, there are three main models that are followed at European level. The most common one is based 
on additional financial assistance to settings and/or additional staffing. The second one provides 
financial incentives for staff working with children at risk, while a third option is the one present in 
those countries where the local authority budget is allocated by the central level (Eurydice Report, 
2009: 125).  
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Figure 3. Strategies to provide additional financial support provision for “at risk” groups, 2Figure 3. Strategies to provide additional financial support provision for “at risk” groups, 2Figure 3. Strategies to provide additional financial support provision for “at risk” groups, 2Figure 3. Strategies to provide additional financial support provision for “at risk” groups, 2006006006006----2007200720072007    

 
Source: Eurydice 

 
Another important issue is the typology of services providers. Different reports show that the 

percentage of public and private provision may vary considerably from country to country. Normally, 
the countries with higher levels of provision of services for children under 3 years are also those with a 
higher percentage of public providers (for instance Denmark, Finland, Sweden, France). Some of the 
countries with a higher percentage of private service providers are UK, Ireland, Greece, Spain, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands. Private provision includes a range of non profit providers as well as for-
profit providers (the latter are frequent in the UK and Ireland). 
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2.4 Access guarantees to ECEC services* 

Perrine Humblet∗∗ 

The right for all children to attend ECEC services is advocated by the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. This means that all children and their families should enjoy all of the potential 
benefits of quality ECEC services, regardless of the child or his/her family characteristics, and that it 
should be guaranteed by the availability of quality services that are equally accessible regardless of 
economic, geographical, cultural or social factors. From a theoretical point of view, the universal model 
for access is more appropriate to implement this right than the targeted access model which seeks to 
concentrate public funding on specific social needs that are considered as having priority (UNICEF, 
2008; NESSE Network of Expertes, 2009). A third model is being developing where the universal 
access model incorporates an equity criteria in the use of services by groups that are more specifically 
targeted. This last is coherent with the CRC comment 7 on its application to young children below the 
age of eight years 8, which warns about the “potential discrimination in access to quality services for 
young children […] especially where health, education, welfare and other services are not universally 
available and are provided through a combination of State, private and charitable organizations” (p. 6, 
comment 12)( CRC/C/GC/7/Rev.1; 20 September 2006).  
The issue of access to ECEC services was officially raised in 1992 by EU in its Recommendation on 

childcare (92/241/EEC). While all European countries have adopted some form of policy on pre-school 
education and care, accessibility is a factor that varies from one country to another. In 2002 
quantitative objectives were specified at the European Council in Barcelona where the countries made 
a commitment to provide childcare facilities for 33% of children under 3 years of age and 90% of 
children between 3 and the mandatory school age, with a deadline of 2010. 
However, on the one hand, the most recent evaluations agree that the Barcelona objectives have 

not been achieved in 2010, and, on the other hand, it is clear that such criteria do not cover the vast 
and complex issue of accessibility (Eurydice, 2009). The required coverage rates are quantitative 
objectives, which give no indication of the nature of places to be made available, quality requirements, 
whether opening hours are convenient or how affordable the services are. In addition, the right of 
access for all children under school age is not sufficient to guarantee the actual use of services by 
families wishing to do so. Services must ensure that they are responsive and welcoming to all children, 
families and communities, that they are no only available but also equally accessible geographically, 
financially and culturally, that they are sufficiently flexible and diverse to meet parents’ needs and 
preferences, particularly for the most vulnerable children, including the undocumented children.  
The impact of factors hampering equity in use is greater when supply is limited. All European 

countries recognise an entitlement to early education for all children between birth and the mandatory 
school age but this varies depending on the age of the child and the country (Eurydice, 2009; Meulders 
et al., 2009). In the countries where there is an integrated system under a single ministry, this 
entitlement is recognised for very young children: Finland, which has no limit, Denmark (6 months), 
Latvia, Lithuania, Sweden and Slovenia (1 year). In the majority of the other countries, responsibility 
is split according the child’s age, with the youngest covered by welfare departments and older children 
by education. All these countries recognise the right for children over three years of age (except the 
Netherlands – 4 years – and the Czech Republic – 5 years) under a principle of universal access 
without any specific conditions and within the education sector.  

 

 

                                                             
* This is a short version of the document Children in Europe (2008) “Principle 1 – Access: an entitlement for all children”.  
∗∗ Professor at the Université Libre de Bruxelles, Ecole de santé publique. 
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Figure 1. Recognised entitlement to ECEC before school Figure 1. Recognised entitlement to ECEC before school Figure 1. Recognised entitlement to ECEC before school Figure 1. Recognised entitlement to ECEC before school ---- EU25 (green line: ECEC; black point: mandatory school) EU25 (green line: ECEC; black point: mandatory school) EU25 (green line: ECEC; black point: mandatory school) EU25 (green line: ECEC; black point: mandatory school)    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Source: Children in Europe (2009) 

 
Nonetheless, accessibility determinants vary widely from one country to another, and, as a 

consequence, the percentage of children by age group who attend a formal early childhood service 
varies widely. There are great differences in attendance between the age groups 0-3 and 3-6, and 
between different country regions. The enrolment figures are higher for older children, while there is 
greater inequality among younger children (figure 2). Many countries implement national policy on a 
decentralised basis, which leads to intra-national geographical and territorial inequalities of access. Yet, 
the greatest cause of variation in access is linked to the age at which countries believe children should 
have a right to services. This recognition is not harmonised between the Member States and increases 
within the age groups.  
In countries where demand exceeds supply, economic, cultural and social barriers may work to 

hinder disadvantaged children from using ECEC settings. Public policies for equity are therefore 
needed to sustain the universal access model. Equity policies promote access for disadvantaged 
children and ensure that services are sensitive to their specific needs. Support measures are created for 
parents with economic difficulties. In all countries covered by the ChildONEurope report, access to 
public ECEC services is guaranteed or facilitated to families with economic or social needs 
(ChildONEurope, 2010). Adapted admission policies, supplementary training for educators, additional 
resources to services are provided in some countries for this purpose. The evaluation of service 
accessibility is essential on a regular basis to guarantee equitable access (Eurydice, 2009).  
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Figure 2. Percentage of children attending ECEC services for at least one hour a week by age group and country (EUFigure 2. Percentage of children attending ECEC services for at least one hour a week by age group and country (EUFigure 2. Percentage of children attending ECEC services for at least one hour a week by age group and country (EUFigure 2. Percentage of children attending ECEC services for at least one hour a week by age group and country (EU25) 25) 25) 25)     
(data: EU(data: EU(data: EU(data: EU----SILC 2006)SILC 2006)SILC 2006)SILC 2006)    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Meulders et al., 2009 

 
National or local experiences show that when accessible, affordable quality services are supplied, 

demand generally exceeds the needs derived from parental duties and work responsibilities. There is no 
need to make attendance compulsory for some target groups.  
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2.5 Barcelona targets: difficulties found by States 
      and national expectations over the identification 
      of qualitative standards by the EU 

Erika Bernacchi* 

During the European Council held in Barcelona in 2002, the EU fixed quantitative targets in the 
provision of ECEC services inviting Member States to “provide childcare by 2010 to at least 90% of 
children between 3 years old and the mandatory school age and at least 33% of children under 3 
years of age”. The Barcelona targets are part of the European Strategy for Growth and Employment 
and their main aim is to increase the rate of employment of young parents, especially women, and thus 
help achieve greater gender equality. The perspective adopted by the EU in fixing the targets is 
therefore one that stems from the aim of achieving an increase in employment, in particular female 
employment, and enhancing gender equality. Furthermore the focus of the targets is on the 
quantitative aspects rather than on the qualitative one.  
As indicated in the paragraph on the data, only a limited number of EU countries have reached 

the Barcelona targets as regards the provision of ECEC services for children under the age of three. 
Therefore, the ChildONEurope review asked the country partners which were the most significant 
difficulties they found in the reaching of the Barcelona targets. The most frequent answer given by the 
13 countries that answered the questionnaire, concerned financial difficulties, further worsened in 
those countries in which there was an increase in the child population. Other reasons accounted for 
the lack of qualified personnel or of adequate structures, the absence of specific normative provisions 
and of coordination among different levels of State responsibility. Another aspect that was underlined 
was a cultural one, related to the opinion that mothers with children under three years of age should 
not work. Furthermore some States reported a specific difficulty in the inclusion of disadvantaged 
children and infants in the organization of ECEC services.  
Starting from the recognition that the Barcelona targets only set quantitative targets, the 

ChildONEurope survey asked also if the EU should set qualitative targets in relation with the 
provision of ECEC services and in which areas. The great majority of countries that answered the 
questionnaire reported that it would be very important for the EU to indicate also qualitative targets. 
The most frequent areas cited are: workforce and curriculum requirements and teacher/child ratios. 
Other areas that were indicated are:  
• Space conditions and design;  

• Interactions between teachers and children;  

• Play and learning activities;  

• Stability and size of the group;  
• Positive interactions among children in groups; 

• Giving value to individual differences;  

• Documentation and evaluation;  

• Teams management rates; 

• Professional training rates;  

• The involvement of families;  

• Spread and accessibility of the ECEC services;  

• ECEC services in the network of territorial services;  

• The link between ECEC services and social inclusion policies;  
• The relation between costs and quality;  

• Accessibility for disabled children;  

• Coherence of the system. 
 

                                                             
* ChildONEurope Secretariat coordinator and researcher at the Istituto degli Innocenti. 
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A preoccupation quality emerges also from the report submitted to the European Commission by 
the NESSE Network of Experts in which it is recognised that “there is a need to adopt a broad social 
policy approach in developing ECEC services” (NESSE Network of Experts, 2009: 61). 
Notwithstanding the fact that “the EU is a world leader in providing ECEC services ... more work 
needs to be done, in particular revising the Barcelona targets which view ECEC as an aspect of 
women’s labour force participation rather than as a service in its own right combining both education 
and care” (NESSE Network of Experts, 2009: 60-61). The report also acknowledges that there is no 
common definition of the quality of ECEC services across the EU; more work is needed on defining, 
measuring and comparing quality in ECEC. 
Countries also indicated that among the most important aspects that ensure quality in ECEC 

services are: good training, good pay and good working conditions of staff. Other elements that are also 
considered important are: “the content/curriculum, including issues of inclusiveness, respect for 
diversity and personalisation; the child/staff ratio, group size and premises; the involvement of parents 
and of the wider community; the governance structures necessary for regular programme monitoring 
and assessment, system accountability and quality assurance”. 
Among its recommendations, the NESSE network indicates that “Any future EU-level measures to 

address the development of ECEC services should take a comprehensive approach which 
acknowledges that a range of inter-linked initiatives are needed” (NESSE Network of Experts, 2009: 
63). Furthermore “the European Commission should revisit previous work on Quality Targets in ECEC 
services and consider how they may be updated and used” (NESSE Network of Experts, 2009: 63)1. 
Another network of experts “Children in Europe” has developed a document entitled “Young 

children and their services: developing a European approach” in which a series of principles related 
to quality are strongly underlined. The document explains that such principles are to be considered as 
goals to strive for and that the time for their implementation period will be a subject of debate. 
However Children in Europe believe that the principles can and should be implemented by 2020. 
Among the Children in Europe principles, many relate to the same areas indicated in the European 
Commission Childcare Targets, but the requests are formulated in a stronger way. For example, the 
issue of access is considered as an entitlement for all children free of costs. In relation to work 
conditions, the document proposes a 0-6 profession and pay parity with school teachers. Concerning 
the pedagogical requirements and the organization of the services, the pedagogical approach should be 
holistic, multi-purpose and coherent. Participation, diversity and choice are seen as essential values, 
with evaluation being conducted in a participatory, democratic and transparent way. There should be a 
strong and equal partnership between services for young children and compulsory school and cross-
national partnership should be promoted. 
The Van Leer Foundation also gives great importance to the issue of quality in its review “Early 

Childhood Matters”. In particular it shows that the trend over the last 20 years has been to address 
quality in early education in terms of a “supposedly objective modern view”, which puts quality into 
“rational and universal standards defined by the experts on the basis of unquestionable knowledge and 
measured in ways that reduce infant educational institutions to stable and rational criteria” using 
“methods that placed the emphasis on and gave priority to ‘how’ rather than ‘what’” (Dahlberg, 1999). 
As a consequence the central problem is how to re-conceptualise quality in education taking into 
account diversity, subjectivity, the different children involved and different spatial and temporal 
contexts. The table below indicates a number of criteria that emerge from a series of studies. 

                                                             
1 The quality targets were elaborated in the report drafted within the framework of the council recommendation on childcare, 

to “establish criteria for the definition of quality in childcare services” (1991). They include 40 targets that should be considered 

as interdependent and to be applied to publicly funded services for attainment within a specified timeframe.  
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Table 1. Common quality criteria in early childhood educationTable 1. Common quality criteria in early childhood educationTable 1. Common quality criteria in early childhood educationTable 1. Common quality criteria in early childhood education    

 
 
Finally the Commission itself in its Report on the implementation of the Barcelona objectives 

concerning childcare facilities for pre-school-age children {SEC(2008)2597} has acknowledged the 
importance of aspects related to quality in ECEC services. The document talks about the development 
of voluntary quality standards (COM(2007)725) in order to promote the quality of social services of 
general interest, including ECEC services.  
The Commission also highlights that there are a number of factors that affect the quality of ECEC 

services. First of all, the terms of employment (for example part-time contracts or atypical contracts) 
do not attract workers to this sector, with the consequence of a shortage of qualified staff and very high 
staff turnover rates. Furthermore this sector has an overwhelming majority of female workers (males 
account for less than 5% of the workforce in most Member States) and this is seen as possible 
“impediment to the sector achieving a higher-status profile and combating gender stereotypes.” The 
Commission also underlines that the ratio of adults to children is an element affecting quality as this 
may vary greatly from country to country (ratios may vary between 1 to 3 and 1 to 7 for the younger 
children).  
The Commission underlines that, on the one side, in order to improve the quality of ECEC services, 

respect for strict standards is required, but on the other. training requirements for staff as well as 
appropriate working conditions, including appropriate recognition and remuneration, are necessary. 
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2.6 Final remarks 

Erika Bernacchi*, Roberta Ruggiero** 

As already pointed out in different parts of this publication, the issue of ECEC services is a complex 
one, which requires coordinated interventions aimed at addressing the many different aspects that 
adequate child development implies, as defined in Comment 7 on the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. This requires policies jointly dedicated, on the one hand, to the provision of services on the 
basis of children’s potentialities and needs – and, on the other hand, on providing support to families in 
performing their crucial educational role. Thus, it is necessary to consider not only interventions 
related to reaching quantitative targets, but also the implementation of structured and constant 
actions towards achieving qualitative standards which, in combination with quantitative targets, 
legitimate State intervention and ensure the fundamental human right of the child to high quality 
education and care. To achieve such a comprehensive approach to ECEC services, an effort over 
several policy aspects is necessary. These include:  

• Data collection on ECEC services;  

• The creation of national coordinated ECEC systems;  

• A reorganization of the forms of financial support for ECEC services;  

• The re-thinking of access guarantees to ECEC services in a way more suited to child and family 
needs;  

• The identification of qualitative standards by the EU in order to integrate the Barcelona 
targets.  
 
Referring to the improvement of data collection, the reports mentioned above recommend, the 

following: 

• To establish a national database; 

• To support local capacity in data collection;  

• To establish ECEC policy units to deal with policy guidance, data collection, quality and 
curriculum matters;  

• To organise data collection to respond to the needs of information related to the areas of 
demand, supply, access and quality in order to make the programming in this area possible; 

• To redefine and expand data collection beyond the present ISCED “level zero” perspective, to 
include all early education and care services for young children; 

• To collect data on aspects related to the financial issues, such as child-staff expenditure in the 
various ECEC service types; expenditure on maternity and parental leave, on child allowances and 
other transfers towards families with young children; 

• To collect data according to the goals that each country sets in relation to its ECEC services; 

• To create more dynamic methods of statistical analysis treating data as interactive variables (e.g. 
Pisa programme); 

• To involve local administrations, parents and teachers associations as well as independent 
researchers in data collection and monitoring (OECD, 2006: 179-185). 

 
In relation to the creation of national coordinated ECEC systems, the main challenge seems to be 

the persistent fragmentation of the national systems, characterised by the distribution of competences 
over three main administrative branches – Education, Social Policy and Health – which exercise 
competence essentially on the basis of the age of the child; either 0-3 or 3-6 year-olds. The most 
frequent recommendation made in the reports refers to the creation of a unitary national system, 
which could be accomplished through the development of a coordinated policy in which investments 

                                                             
* ChildONEurope Secretariat coordinator and researcher at the Istituto degli Innocenti. 
** ChildONEurope Secretariat coordinator and researcher at the Istituto degli Innocenti. 
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should be made across a range of policies that affect young children’s lives. A systemic and integrated 
approach to ECEC services could be developed through a co-ordinated policy framework focussed 
essentially on: 

• The appointment of a lead ministry;  

• The allocation of specific national founds; 

• The adoption of holistic and unitary legal acts for ECEC services, setting national qualitative 
standards;  

• Special national plans of action for the identification of goals, the allocation of resources and 
the determination of time limits to achieve these goals; 

• The coordination of central and decentralized levels, with links and connections between 
services; 

• The implementation of mechanisms that support, in a collaborative and participatory manner, 
the reform and updating of the system to match social, economic and cultural evolutions. 
 
As regards the financing of ECEC services, many economic researchers have demonstrated that 

investment in early childhood brings greater returns than investing in any other stage of education, in 
particular regarding children coming from disadvantaged families, although the size of the effect may 
vary considerably. It is however important to consider the economic arguments about ECEC services 
within specific country contexts, since data taken out of context may be misleading. A 
recommendation emerging from international comparisons, in particular from UNICEF, is the 
invitation to States to devote a minimum of 1% of GDP to the development of ECEC services. 
As concerns the issues of economic accessibility to ECEC services, comparative research shows that 

in all EU countries the system of public services either guarantees or facilitates access of families with 
economic or social needs. In the future, it is important that the development of the number of ECEC 
services is carried out in a framework regulated by the State in order to favour an offer of services that 
may be accessible and affordable for everyone (universally available). 
A re-thinking of access guarantees to ECEC services needs to be undertaken as the most recent 

assessments concur that the Barcelona objectives do not properly address the huge and complex issue 
of accessibility (Eurydice, 2009). The Targets overlook many other issues such as: the nature of places 
to be made available; the quality requirements for staff-training, child-staff ratios and the opening 
hours of services. At present, opening hours are determined on the basis of how affordable the services 
are for the State. ECEC services must ensure that they are responsive and welcoming to all children, 
families and communities, that they are not only available but also equally accessible geographically, 
financially and culturally, that they are sufficiently flexible and diverse to meet parents’ needs and 
preferences, particularly for the most vulnerable children, including undocumented and migrant 
children. To fulfil this objective it emerges from the analysis that the most frequently recommended 
intervention approach is one characterised by: 

• Integrated national and local systems responsible for preschool children under the authority of 
single ministry; 

• Public policies for equity aimed to sustain the universal access model enshrined by the UN 
Committee on the Right of the Child, promoting access for disadvantaged children and ensuring 
that services are sensitive to their specific needs;  

• Admission policies including supplementary and constant training for the educators supported 
by adequate financial resources; 

• Evaluation and monitoring systems of services accessibility and equity with the mandate to 
operate regularly.  
 
As regards the Barcelona targets, there is wide agreement on the necessity to integrate a qualitative 

dimension to the targets. To achieve this, there is a need to work towards some common definitions of 
the different dimensions related to quality in ECEC services across the EU. Among these dimensions, 
the following are considered as most important:  

• A clear and explicit image of the child as competent active agent and protagonist of his/her 
growth and development; 
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• The staff/child ratio; 

• The training and working conditions of staff, including the need for staff to work collegially to 
ensure the quality of services; 

• A clear pedagogical framework;  

• The involvement of parents and the community at large. 
 
As regards the staff/children ratio, ratios proposed in the 40 Quality targets in services for young 

children (see Annex) are: 1 trained adult per 4 children under one year of age; 1 trained adult per 6 
children aged from 12 to 23 months; 1 trained adult per 8 children aged from 24 to 35 months. 
It is generally acknowledged that the training and working conditions of those working in the 

ECEC services are not on the same level as those of other professions in the education and social fields. 
The consequence of such a situation is that the sector becomes less attractive to workers, leading to a 
shortage of qualified staff and very high staff turnover rates. It is therefore recommended that the 
degree of training of the staff responsible for education and social development activities in ECEC 
services should be at tertiary education graduate level and should be specialised. Moreover, this is a 
sector with very high percentage of female workers with the possible consequence of perceiving this 
work as a female semi-voluntary one. It would be more appropriate – and not least for the development 
of young children – to work towards achieving a higher percentage of male workers. 
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Annex. Quality targets in services for young children 

 
 
These quality targets are drawn from a paper developed by the European Commission Network on 

Childcare and Other Measures to Reconcile the Employment and Family Responsibilities of Men and Women 
(Childcare Network) (1996). 

Policy framework targets 

 
TARGET 1: Governments should draw on professional and public opinion to provide a published 

and coherent statement of intent for care and education services to young children 0-6, in the public 
and in the private sector, at national and at regional/local level. 
This policy should set out principles, specify objectives and define priorities, and explain how such 

initiatives will be coordinated between relevant departments. 
 
TARGET 2: At national level one department should be nominated to take responsibility for 

implementing the policy whether it does so directly or through an agency; at a regional/local level 
there should be a similar designation of responsibility, whether services are directly administered by the 
regional/local authority or whether contracted out to other providers. 
 
TARGET 3: Governments should draw up a programme to implement the policy which outlines 

strategies for implementation, sets targets, and specifies resources. At a regional/local level, the 
department or agency responsible should similarly draw up a programme for implementing policy and 
developing practice. 
 
TARGET 4: Legislative frameworks should be created to ensure that the targets are fully met 

within specified time limits and reviewed regularly, and which should outline the competencies of 
regional and/or local government in fulfilling the targets. 
 
TARGET 5: The government department or agency responsible at national level should set up an 

infrastructure, with parallel structures at local level, for planning, monitoring, review, support, training, 
research and service development. 
 
TARGET 6: The planning and monitoring system should include measures of supply, demand and 

need covering all services for young children at national, regional and/or local level. 

Financial targets 

 
TARGET 7: Public expenditure on services for young children (in this case defined as children aged 

5 years and under) should be not less than 1% of GDP in order to meet targets set for services, both for 
children under three and over three. 
 
TARGET 8: A proportion of this budget should be allocated to develop the infrastructure for 

services. 
This should include at least 5% spent on support and advisory services including continuous or in-

service training and at least 1% for research and monitoring. 
 
TARGET 9: There should be a capital spending programme for building and renovations linked to 

the environmental and health targets. 
 
TARGET 10: Where parents pay for publicly funded services, the charges should not exceed, and 

may well be less than, 15% of net monthly household income. 
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The charges should take into account per capita income, family size and other relevant 
circumstances. 
 

Targets for levels and types of service 

 
TARGET 11: Publicly funded services should offer full time equivalent places for: 
• at least 90% of children aged 3-6 years; and 
• at least 15% of children under three years. 
 
TARGET 12: Services should offer flexibility of hours and attendance including coverage for 

working hours and a working year if parents require it. 
 
TARGET 13: There should be a range of services offering parents choice. 
 
TARGET 14: All services should positively assert the value of diversity and make provision both for 

children and adults which acknowledges and supports diversity of language, ethnicity, religion, gender 
and disability, and challenges stereotypes. 
 
TARGET 15: All children with disabilities should have right of access to the same services as other 

children with appropriate staffing assistance and specialist help. 

Education targets 

 
TARGET 16: All collective services for young children 0-6 whether in the public or private sector 

should have coherent values and objectives including a stated and explicit educational philosophy. 
 
TARGET 17: The educational philosophy should be drawn up and developed by parents, staff and 

other interested groups. 
 
TARGET 18: The educational philosophy should be broad and include and promote inter alia: 
• the child’s autonomy and concept of self 
• convivial social relationships between children, and children and adults 
• a zest for learning 
• linguistic and oral skills including linguistic diversity 
• mathematical, biological, scientific, technical and environmental concepts 
• musical expression and aesthetic skills 
• drama, puppetry and mime 
• muscular coordination and bodily control 
• health, hygiene, food and nutrition 
• awareness of the local community. 
 
TARGET 19: The way in which the educational philosophy is put into practice should be stated 

and explicit. Services should have a programme of organisation covering all their activities including 
pedagogical approach, deployment of staff, grouping of children, training profiles for staff, use of space, 
and the way in which financial resources are used to implement the programme. 
 
TARGET 20: The education and learning environment should reflect and value each child’s family, 

home, language, cultural heritage, beliefs, religion and gender. 
 
 

Targets for staff-child ratios 
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TARGET 21: Staff ratios for collective care should reflect the objectives of the service and their 
wider context and be directly related to group age and group size. They should usually be more than 
but should not be less than: 
• 1 adult : 4 places for children under 12 months 
• 1 adult : 6 places for children aged 12-23 months 
• 1 adult : 8 places for children aged 24-35 months 
• 1 adult : 15 places for children aged 36-71 months. 
Ratios in family day care should not be less than 1 adult: 4 places for children under compulsory 

school age, and the ratio should include the family day carer’s own children. 
 
TARGET 22: At least one tenth of the working week should be non-contact time allocated to 

preparation and continuous training. 
 
TARGET 23: Adequate supply cover should always be available to maintain the ratios. 
 
TARGET 24: Administrative, domestic, janitorial work should be allocated staff time or hours in 

addition to those hours spent with children  
 

Targets for staff employment and training 
 
TARGET 25: All qualified staff employed in services should be paid at not less than a nationally or 

locally agreed wage rate, which for staff who are fully trained should be comparable to that of teachers. 
 
TARGET 26: A minimum of 60% of staff working directly with children in collective services 

should have a grant eligible basic training of at least three years at a post-18 level, which incorporates 
both the theory and practice of pedagogy and child development. All training should be modular. All 
staff in services (both collective and family day care) who are not trained to this level should have right 
of access to such training including on an in-service basis. 
 
TARGET 27: All staff in services working with children (in both collective and family day care) 

should have the right to continuous in-service training. 
 
TARGET 28: All staff whether in the public or the private sector shall have the right to trade 

union affiliation. 
 
TARGET 29: 20% of staff employed in collective services should be men. 
 

Environment and health targets 
 
TARGET 30: All services, whether in the private or the public sector, should meet national and 

local health and safety requirements. 
 
TARGET 31: The planning of the environment and its spatial organisation, including the layout of 

the buildings, the furnishings and equipment should reflect the educational philosophy of the service 
and take account of the views of parents, staff and other interested parties. 
 
TARGET 32: There should normally be sufficient space, inside and out, to enable children to play, 

sleep and use bathroom facilities, and to meet the needs of parents and staff. This should normally 
mean: 
• internal space of at least 6 sq metres for each child under three years and of at least 4 sq metres 

for each child 3-6 years (excluding storage and corridor or through-way space) 
• direct access to external space of at least 6 sq metres per child 
• an additional 5% of internal space for adult use. 
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TARGET 33: Food preparation facilities should be available on the premises and nutritional and 
culturally appropriate food should be provided. 
 

Targets for parents and the community 
 
TARGET 34: Parents are collaborators and participants in early years services. As such they have a 

right to give and receive information and the right to express their views both formally and informally. 
The decision-making processes of the services should be fully participative, involving parents, all staff, 
and, where possible, children. 
 
TARGET 35: Services should have formal and informal links with the local community or 

communities or district. 
 
TARGET 36: Services should adopt employment procedures which emphasize the importance of 

recruiting employees who reflect the ethnic diversity of the local community. 
 

Performance targets 
 
TARGET 37: Services should demonstrate how they are fulfilling their aims and objectives and how 

they have spent their budget through an annual report or by other means.  
 
TARGET 38: In all services children’s progress should be regularly assessed. 
 
TARGET 39: The views of parents and the wider community should be an integral part of the 

assessment process. 
 
TARGET 40: Staff should regularly assess their performance using both objective methods and self-

evaluation. 
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