Introduction

As outlined in the 10 year strategy, from 2010 the government in
England has made a commitment to extending the free entitlement
of nursery education hours, accessible from the term following a
child’s third birthday, from 12.5 to 15 hours a week for 38 weeks a
year. Parents who wish to do so will be able to take up the free
entitlement more flexibly across a minimum of three days. They will
also be able to purchase additional hours to enable them to balance
work and family responsibilities. The government’s reason for these
changes is to increase choice for parents by moving away from free
hours that can only be accessed as 2> hours per day over 5 days.
The hope is that more parents will be able to take up paid work or
training opportunities, which will help break cycles of poverty. As
well as the changes to the way in which parents can access the free
entitlement, there will also be changes in how the free entitlement
is funded in the maintained, private, voluntary and independent
(PVI) sectors.

Our Association welcomes increased flexibility and choice for
parents if this leads to more children accessing high quality early
education. However increased flexibility does not necessarily result
in quality. Careful attention will need to be given to ensuring that
provision is sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of local parents
while still maintaining the quality and consistency of experience
we know is vital for young children. For our youngest children this
consistency is about being with the same small group of adults and
children and about a routine that flows with the child offering an
appropriate balance between stimulation and rest, child and adult
initiated activity. The Key Person approach is emphasised in the
Early Years Foundation Stage.

In this paper we will outline the way in which the policy is being
introduced in the pathfinder authorities, highlight some of the
challenges the new policy presents and identify a few of the things
you will want to think about when implementing it.

Introducing the scheme

Securing delivery of the free entitlement is a key part of local
authorities’ new commissioning and market facilitation role which
was set out in the Childcare Act 2006.

From April 2007 the roll-out of flexible15 hours free provision has
been piloted in 20 pathfinder areas. They are exploring ways of
extending the hours between which the free entitlement is available
across the day with half the pathfinders testing between 8am to 4pm
and the remainder between 8am to 6pm. Settings are providing
access to longer sessions of different lengths, for example by
extending across breakfast and lunchtime so that the full entitlement
can be accessed over three days. Some are exploring the
development of clusters of providers who together can offer flexible
provision in response to parental demand.

Challenges

If parents opt to take the free entitlement at more than one provider
there will be challenges in providing continuity of care for children
and seamless services for parents.

It is important that any change to funding formulas to provide greater
stability to the PVI sector do not destabilise the provision in the
maintained sector. The quality of provision and continuity for the
child has to be each local authority’s first priority.

There is concern about the operation of the flexible offer in local
authorities who already provide a high proportion of 9.00-3.30 places
for 3 and 4 year olds in maintained provision. If they have to decrease
funding to the maintained sector it may lead to a decrease in choice
for parents.

Local authorities need to be able to take account of the quality,
appropriateness and cost of provision in coming to funding decisions.
While admissions policies in the maintained sector usually give
priority to vulnerable children, children with SEN and children with
disabilities, this is not always the case in the PVI sector. Funding
needs to reflect this difference.

The maintained sector also has higher costs due to qualification
requirements and premises. The higher expectations are good and
lead to the better outcomes for children identified by EPPE and Ofsted
inspections. However they come at a cost and this needs to be
reflected in the funding. Issues of quality must be address otherwise
funding could be directed at lower cost providers whose costs reflect
lower quality environments and, possibly, lower staffing costs.

From April 2008 local authorities are under a duty to reduce
inequalities and improve outcomes of all the young children in their
area through the planning and provision of early childhood services,
including the free entitlement. National and local statutory targets in
relation to this duty have been set by April 2008. Achieving the targets
will be dependent on the quality of provision. If increased flexibility
is inappropriately introduced and funded, it will lead to a reduction
in quality and will undermine the authorities ability to improve
outcomes.




Things to think about

o All providers will not be required to meet every parental request
for flexibility, it is the local authorities who will have a responsibility
to assess local demand and plan provision accordingly.
Have you talked to your local authority about their plans?

In its role of commissioning the free entitlement, the local authority
should secure high quality early learning and care in accordance
with the Early Years Foundation Stage.

What will local authorities do about settings that are not of high
quality but who currently receive funding to offer the free
entitlement?

From the child’s perspective the best option is attending a high
quality single setting for core hours and additional hours with a
consistent group of adults and children. Alternatively a good
childminder network working closely with the school or setting can
provide the continuity needed for the child.

If this is not possible how will you work with one or more other
providers to ensure continuity?

Parents want the best for their children. Think about how you talk
with parents about taking the entitlement and the implications of
different choices.

How can we balance the needs of the parents with the needs of the
child?
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