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Oral Evidence  from Children in Scotland to the Scottish Parliament Education
CommitteeÕs Early Years Inquiry

Children in ScotlandÕs oral evidence will be presented by Bronwen Cohen (Chief Executive) and
Catriona  Thomson (Development Officer, Children in ScotlandÕs Opening Doors to Learning
project) For further information contact bcohen@childreninscotland.org.uk or
cthomson@childreninscotland.org.uk

1. Introduction
We have been pleased to see the increased recognition now given to the need to improve policies
and services for young children and their families and have warmly welcomed the strongly affirmed
intention and commitment of this administration to increase provision with a view to ensuring good
quality childcare for children aged 0-14 “in every neighbourhood” and to develop “better
integration of early education and childcare”.  (Scottish Childcare Strategy 1998.)  We acknowledge
that much effort and considerable resources are going into improving services  - as well as
developing better leave provisions for parents.  However, our own analysis of the available statistics
on the level of services suggests that there is still some way to go in meeting the aspirations
expressed at the outset of this journey.

In our written evidence we outlined a range of issues which relate to the themes of the inquiry,
including the continuing confusion over terminology, and issues arising from a number of important
reports and research studies.  We drew attention to the implications of the EPPE research project
which found that settings with staff with higher qualifications, “especially with a good proportion of
trained teachers” have higher quality scores, and highlighted the recommendation of the OECD
Starting Strong report that the UK pay attention to expanding “full-time access for children”.  We
noted that all the Nordic countries now have an entitlement for all children to a place in services
from the age of one until they start school or in most cases until they are 12 years of age.  We
pointed out that developments which have been taking place in Sweden (integrating the previously
separate schools, pre-school and school age childcare services into one system with a workforce
which shares an initial 18 months of their qualifying training) are of particular relevance to
Scotland, where services for over half of all under fives are education based.

Below we identify some key points for consideration by the Committee.

2. Developing child-centred services
Policies rightly emphasise the need to join–up services around the needs of children and their
families.  At a national departmental level, pre-school and school age childcare have been brought
together alongside schools within the education system, and policies emphasise the contribution and
role of services in contributing to children’s health as well as learning.  Arguably the biggest
challenge is how to enable a still fragmented and incomplete network of services, predominantly
staffed by a largely poorly qualified and low paid workforce, to fulfil the many roles we expect of
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them:  contributing to children’s learning and social development, offering space to play with other
children, enabling parents to work and, increasingly, playing a role in developmental assessment
and helping children acquire and enjoy healthy life styles.  In our view, meeting this challenge
requires a clearer sense of direction and more radical thinking.

This might involve:
¥ Building on the successful and swift achievement of a part-time pre-school place for every three

and four year old and extending this target to a fullÐtime Ôwhole dayÕ place.  A universal service
for 3 and 4 year olds in which children from diverse and different economic groups can learn
and be cared for in the same place would simplify children’s lives and parental arrangements,
offer an equal start for all and strengthen local communities.

¥ Developing the concept of integrated community schools enabling them to be conceptualised as
children and young peopleÕs centres encompassing pre-school services and offering a Ôwhole
dayÕ approach for school age children.  Half of all nurseries are in schools and local authorities
provide nearly three quarters of all pre-school education places.  Our own research in rural areas
shows that many schools in these areas offer a wider range of additional services and can act as
a hub for services and specialised support for a wider surrounding area.  Widening the role of
schools will improve the viability of rural communities as well as rural schools and could
include support, training and responsibility for a range of more local informal services.  It will
also support schools in making their service inclusive, accessible and in promoting the
involvement of children and families in their activities and management.

¥ Encouraging the concept of Ôlearning communitiesÕ pioneered by Glasgow and some other local
authorities in their linking of pre-school services, primary schools and secondary schools and
supporting the further development of this concept.  The strengthening of vertical links between
services for different age groups offers further potential for collaboration across services for
different age groups with, for example, heads of learning communities given responsibility for
all pre-school services within their area.  The concept helps transition between services, enables
more effective planning across services and within the community, and assists in making clear
that supporting life–long learning is indeed a life–long process.

¥ Supporting additional childrenÕs centres for young children to ensure adequate coverage and
enable additional support for some communities.  Examples of these exist already and the
concept could be extended.  These are particularly important for areas of high deprivation but
can also be important in other areas in both supporting children with additional support needs
and their families on a basis which recognises parental requirements of care as well as providing
a focus for other services and networks within the community.

3. Integrating funding and establishing funding for innovation
As Stirling Council points out in their written evidence to the Committee, funding is fragmented -
creating difficulties for those local authorities providing or seeking to develop integrated services.
We favour integrated ring fenced funding to support the development of pre-school services and
enable local authorities to transform schools into what we have called children and young peopleÕs
centres.  We believe the responsibility of local authorities for developing services should be made
clearer (the setting up of childcare partnerships obscured this) and we would also welcome a
national funding programme for two purposes:
¥ to enable parents themselves to develop services where they can demonstrate need or added

value,
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¥  to promote the development of innovatory models including the concept of nature
kindergartens referred to in our written evidence.

We would envisage that a national innovation fund of this kind would involve partnership with
local authorities and is an idea that has been used successfully in some other countries.

A simpler structure of services and funding would be more cost–effective than the current muddle.
But we support an increase in the level of expenditure on these services as a proportion of GDP –
initially to the 1% recommended in the 1995 EC Quality Targets in services for young children.
Can we afford this?  We commend the approach that HM Treasury has previously taken in
recognising that investment in the early years can bring substantial medium and long-term financial
gains to both households and the Treasury.  Investment of this kind can contribute to a greater
number of agendas and priorities than is generally recognised:  including, for example, developing
and maintaining motivation for learning throughout life, assisting families in developing healthy
eating and life styles, developing active citizenship, encouraging and supporting parental
involvement, and laying the basis for strong, inclusive communities.  In addition, expanding
services to enable parents to be more actively and effectively involved in employment and their
own professional development must surely feature prominently in Scotland’s future economic
planning.  We do accept that extending services on this basis would involve a parental contribution
to fees – which we believe could be assessed and capped in a similar way to such systems in other
countries.

4. Developing a workforce for childÐcentred services
Our written evidence noted our regret that the Scottish Executive’s National review of Early Years
and Childcare Workers did not include schools or even nursery teachers.  Our forthcoming
publication based on the seminar we organised (with the Scottish Council Foundation and the
International Futures Forum) on behalf of the Scottish Parliament’s Futures Forum, emphasises the
need to consider the children’s sector’s workforce as a whole – and to consider its relationship to
services for other groups.

We support the work that is being undertaken to ensure that pre-school services will be led by staff
with a graduate or equivalent qualification. However, in our view, we should be looking to have this
level of qualification for at least half of all staff working in services and working towards at least a
year of shared initial training between those working in pre-school and whole day schools as well as
ongoing shared support for professional development and team working.  We have drawn attention
on many occasions to the theory and practice of pedagogy, as it exists in many EU countries, which
offers an approach in which “learning, care, health, general well-being and development are viewed
as totally inseparable, a holistic idea summed up in the pedagogical term upbringing”.  (Boddy et al
(2005)).  A qualification of this kind is relevant to most areas of children’s services as well as
services for elderly people.

Improving the level of qualifications is important not only in securing appropriate quality in work
with young children but is also likely to be essential in recruiting to services when levels of
qualification are increasing and the working population diminishing.  Improvement is important at
all levels.  Children in Scotland’s project Opening Doors to Learning, which is considering how
early years services are meeting the needs of young children with additional support needs, has
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found evidence that parents are reporting that both staff in pre-school services and classroom
assistants and support workers in schools sometimes lack the skills and understanding to support
their children effectively.  (Children in Scotland (2005) forthcoming.)

5. Supporting parents
Our proposals, outlined above, recognise the different ways in which the involvement and needs of
parents should be recognised.  Just as we believe it is important to recognise children as ‘whole’ and
competent human beings sometimes requiring additional support, it seems to us that we should start
from the premise that the involvement of parents within services can and should be multi–faceted,
ranging from developing and running services to being involved in the day-to-day running of
services, being represented on the boards of services and being given additional help as may be
required.
 Encouragement to parental involvement across services from pre-school through schools could be
given through a specified number of days of paid leave (as in Sweden) enabling parents to attend
their child’s pre-school centre or school. Their participation and involvement needs to be provided
for in the funding and planning of services.  (Wallace et al (2003).)  It should also be considered
across a longer time span – from pre-birth through childhood and youth adolescence and is one of a
number of ways in which concepts such as ‘learning communities’, which link services for different
age groups, can make a difference.

 Parenting support services should be available on request and not involve labelling or stigma. Our
own work in this area, which has encompassed research and development work undertaken through
a programme which ended in 2003 has found that parents want to be treated in a non-stigmatised
way by mainstream services rather than being the targeted object of intervention. It highlights the
contribution which can be made by a properly supported, simpler system of services and schools,
conceptualised as we have outlined above, as children and young peoples’ centres.
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