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Childcare Commission 

Department for Education

childcare.commission@education.gsi.gov.uk
31st August 2012

Dear Sir, Madam,

Please find below the 4Children response to the Childcare Commission consultation, launched by the Department for Education and the Department of Work and Pensions on 19th July. 4Children is the national charity all about children and families. We have spearheaded a joined-up, integrated approach to children’s services and work with a wide range of partners around the country to ensure children and families have access to the services and support they need in their communities. We run Sure Start Children’s Centres as well as family and youth services across Britain.
We develop, influence and shape national policy on all aspects of the lives of children, young people and families.  As the Government’s strategic partner for early years and childcare we have a crucial role in co-producing policy with the Department for Education and representing the sector’s views and experiences.  Our national campaigns, like Give Me Strength, change policy and practice and put the needs of children and families on the political and policy agenda.

Families’ need for high quality childcare has been at the heart of 4Children’s concerns since its inception in 1983.  Indeed, the organisation was established in response to growing concerns around the lack of childcare for school age children whose mothers were increasingly returning to work in the late 70s and early 80s.  The provision of school age childcare to support maternal employment was the focus of 4Children’s early work with campaigns and national development programmes to increase the availability and quality of childcare places.  The organisation worked closely with DfE, Training and Enterprise Councils and the National Lottery New Opportunities Fund to establish over 100,000 childcare places during this period.  This combined with our extensive experience of delivering provision offering a valuable insight into the current challenges and strategies to overcome barriers and increase access.
4Children is delighted to be providing additional support to the Commission by undertaking an online survey of wrap-around providers, and running a number of focus groups, with parents, schools and out-of-hours childcare providers. We also look forward to providing support in our role as strategic partner to the Department for Education.

1. What wrap around and holiday provision do parents need that they are not currently easily able to access?
Despite the significant growth in wrap around childcare places over the last 15 years, with 77% of parents now using term time childcare, there remains some evidence that there is ongoing unmet demand for places. Indeed, the Department for Education 2010 survey, shows that between one quarter and one third of parents were unable to find either affordable or suitably flexible out-of-hours childcare
. 

Further, the survey showed that the childcare that parents were able to access often failed to meet their needs in terms of affordability, quality, hours and location. Office hours and school hours fitted together very rarely even when the working day held more closely to the 9-5 model. The growth in shift working, zero hours contracts and short term employment over the past 30 years has further exacerbated the situation for many families.

Whilst much of the emphasis on childcare at national level is on pre-school children, and the 15 hours of free entitlement to early education, many parents find that the accessibility and flexibility of childcare declines once their children go to school.  Some parents – especially lone parents and those who need to travel to work will need childcare well before the school day begins, while most parents who are working will need childcare after school at least some days a week; and most families will need to make childcare arrangements during school holidays. Unfortunately, too often out-of-hours childcare is very limited or inflexible and parents are forced to change or reduce their working hours accordingly.

Holiday childcare is a significant challenge for many parents – research by the Daycare Trust revealed that only a third (36%) of local authorities reported adequate provision of holiday childcare for working parents
 despite their duty under the Childcare Act 2006 to “ensure there is enough childcare available locally to enable parents to take up or remain in work, or undertake education or training that may help them move into work”, though this duty exists all year round.

This shortage of childcare has clear effects on parents – both in terms of the 20% of parents who cannot access the childcare they need when they need it, and in terms of those struggling under the burden of childcare costs to make work profitable, and are often priced out of accessing the childcare market entirely. This is particularly problematic in areas where costs are rising fast – in Yorkshire and the Humber for example, costs have risen by 19% over the past year.

The level of demand is also likely to be maintained over the long term – for a family with 3 children, these arrangements could be required for up to 15 years.  Most parents say that they would like a mix of childcare arrangements for their school age children – leaving work early on some days to pick children up from school, making the most of family support to provide informal childcare, using ad hoc school, and community clubs and activities such as after school football or dance, and having the support of regular high quality care that out of school clubs provide on regular days each week. Unfortunately, for many people this kind of package of childcare is unachievable,  due to the lack of availability, but also in particular for those who are more in need, such as lone parents or those on low incomes, who require a much more cost-effective and responsive system of care.

As a result of these challenges, there are clear shortages in some areas of wrap-around childcare:

· Holiday Childcare: Research shows that parental use of wrap around childcare drops substantially during school holidays from three quarters (77%) in term time, to less than half (45%)
. This may be for a number of reasons including family holidays and alternative arrangements, though it seems clear that the additional cost of childcare for the entire day plays a role in this change.  Few parents will have the flexibility to take the full 13 weeks school holidays as leave, especially the 6 week summer period, leaving many to rely on a complex package of ad hoc activities, extended family, friends and other parents to provide care. Anecdotally, many parents report that these arrangements are not ideal, and are often stressful for both parents and children. Some parents worry that they are negatively affecting their ability to work and in more extreme situations may be the tipping point to giving up work.

· Provision for Disabled Children: Evidence shows that there is a shortage of accessible childcare for disabled children for two reasons – the cost of provision; and the ability of providers to meet the needs of disabled children. Indeed, 60% of parents do not believe that local provision can cater for their children’s specific disability needs.

· Flexible wrap around places to support shift work: Parents express concern around both the cost (29% of parents report difficulty finding affordable childcare) and flexibility (20% of parents) of the out-of-hours childcare available, often leaving children and families who would benefit from accessing services unable to do so.

2. What barriers exist that make it more difficult to provide high quality and affordable wrap around and holiday care for children, particularly those aged five and over? How can these be overcome?

4Children has a long history of supporting the development of wrap around childcare and regularly surveys its many Out of School members to identify trends.  We look forward to providing further information to the Department following our live childcare commission survey, which closes in early September.

Our most recent 2011 survey revealed a number of issues and concerns shared by the 500 providers who responded. The results presented a mixed picture – while 44% of providers had seen demand for places in their settings increase, 38% had seen demand decrease.

The majority of settings reported that changing parental working hours (72%) and changing parental incomes (58%) were responsible for the changes. This is likely to indicate that changes to parents working patterns, either working longer in their current jobs or taking on more work with atypical hours, are increasing demand for places, which an out of school club was unable to respond to (the out of school club would usually close at 6pm and many do not operate in school holidays) or the parent may not be able to afford if their income has fallen.  These trends are likely to continue - and consequently poses two real challenges for wrap around childcare, one of financial sustainability and one of capacity.

On the issue of sustainability, our survey revealed that funding is a serious ongoing issue for some out-of-hours childcare providers. Only a minority of providers received funding from either their local authority (16%) or their school (11.4%), which is likely to offer some resilience to local budget reductions.  However many of these were facing pressures on their income due to parents reduced ability to pay for places. Where funding cuts were occurring they were – often of more than half of their budget. 

This changing financial situation is clearly having an impact on sustainability of delivery. 9.4% of respondents to our Out of School survey reported that they did not expect their provision to be sustainable for the year ahead, while 14.8% reported that vital funding decisions were still to be made. 

Some of this shortage in funding is due to the significant quantities of unclaimed tax credits and government benefits – an estimated 52,000 parents missed out on the childcare element of working tax credits they were due in 2008/09
, while up to £2bn of child tax credits and working tax generally remained unclaimed in 2009/10
. This under-claim of benefits results in a suppressed level of demand for childcare, and further threatens the sustainability of providers. Consequently, ensuring parents claim the full range of childcare benefits, is a vital necessity in ensuring the continuity of out-of-hours provision.

Increasing availability

We know from past experience that relatively limited sums of money can have a significant impact in developing and increasing out-of-hours childcare places. 

In 1993, the 82  Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) began   funding for wrap-around provision. As a result of their efforts, 11,000 after-school places, just under 4,000 before-school places and around 8,000 holiday places had been provided by early 1995. Then, in 2001, the Big Lottery New Opportunities Fund, working closely with 4Children and the DfE provided £200m of funding for out-of-hours childcare provision –   to delivering 423,000 additional out of school childcare places
.

These waves of funding delivered pump primed funding to set up new provision in areas of need, as well as extending existing provision to meet demand. Much of this provision was linked to schools and gave reassurances and a guarantee of quality to parents.

Those places had a significant knock-on effect in terms of parental employment, as well as building a strong foundation for local authorities to ensure that childcare provision was sufficient to support parents back into work. This project’s value for money was impressive in relation to the number of quality, flexible places delivered against the cost involved, and compares favourably to returns from other government funded childcare projects.

There is clearly the potential to establish a new programme of this kind to encourage and enable providers to extend their places in areas of identified need:
· To establish new places in school holidays;

· To establish places for disabled children; and

· To provide a more flexible service to support parents shift patterns (this might include building relationships with local childminding networks)

4Children believes there is the potential to provide relatively modest ‘pump priming’ income to providers to encourage them to establish new places in these areas of shortages.  We believe that there is also the potential to investigate the feasibility of requiring local match funding from local authorities, Health and Wellbeing Boards, and businesses.

The programme has the potential to have particular emphasis on disadvantaged areas including urban and rural areas.  We believe that there is some potential to explore links with the troubled families programme to identify locality ‘hot spots’ where wrap around childcare could provide important support for children and families.

In addition to the start up fund, there is clearly an ongoing need for short term help with sustainability.  The former ‘sustainability fund’ which was administered by local authorities provided vital financial support and valuable help and resources to providers including voluntary organisations and schools, to guarantee the continuity of provision.  Establishing a new fund of this kind would offer important support to providers experiencing financial difficulties.

3. What are the main barriers to parents setting up or getting involved in running before and after-school activities and holiday schemes? How might these be addressed?

4Children believes that there is an enormous potential to establish a national network of wrap around childcare providers, supported and enabled by the third sector with a clear focus on supporting community based provision, led and involving parents, and ensuring quality of provision. 

Many after-school clubs and breakfast clubs remain small isolated, and can lack training and specialist expertise. By working with the third sector to support a national peer support network the Departments for Education and Work and Pensions could help enable a significant expansion in the sharing of best-practice, leading to increased capacity, more effective use of volunteers, greater availability of free resources, and improved sustainability for providers as well as quality assurance. 

The network could also play a key role in supporting parents to form management committees, and increase their involvement in the delivery of out-of-hours childcare. By providing technical support, ‘how to’ resources, a forum for discussion, parental involvement in childcare provision could be substantially increased. With some limited upfront investment, a nationwide peer network would offer an effective and responsive support to local childcare.

Over the past two decades, 4Children have developed a number of resources to support parents or community groups who are interested in setting up wrap-around childcare provision. “Getting Started” and its companion book “Next Steps”, published in 2006, provide a comprehensive guide to establishing sustainable and high quality care for those aged 5 and above. Best practice resources, like those outlined above, can help guide provision throughout their operation, and drive up quality and availability across the board. These resources should be made available more widely to help address the current shortages in out-of-hours care.  4Children also has a well regarded quality assurance scheme which could be extended to provide a national quality improvement tool.
4. What role can schools play to help parents access the before and after-school and holiday provision they need?

It is clear that one of the ways in which out-of-hours childcare has been able to grow and flourish over the past decade has been in building close partnerships with schools. 84% of providers reported that their relationship with local schools was positive or very positive in 2011, with only 2% reporting a negative relationship. 
 

The childcare element of the extended school programme run by 4Children terminated in 2011. This programme gave funding for schools to run an extended day through to 5.00.pm and in some cases 6.00pm, with a focus on extra-curricular or complimentary activities. In many cases it gave schools funding to extend their facilities to support these activities including for resources such as all-weather pitches, allotments, and gardens, as well as funding staff to deliver the activities. Evaluations showed that extended schools had a positive impact on children's behaviours, and increased their appetite to engage in learning, both at school and on their own.

While some extended school structures remain in place across the country, many have been scaled back over the last two years.  However, they do offer some excellent potential for the implementation of a next stage of development for wrap-around care. Using the facilities and expertise already developed by school can offer valuable resources and support for innovative after-schools clubs and in turn would offer real potential   to support and compliment children’s learning, and further open up communication channels with parents.

However, there is some evidence that funding arrangements for schools are creating challenges for out of school providers, a number of respondents to our 2011 survey highlighted that they were experiencing significant increases in rent, leading to price rises for parents in some areas, and a contraction of services elsewhere. Schools should be encouraged, wherever possible to work in partnership with out-of-hours childcare providers to ensure continuity of service, even when schools budgets are under pressure.

However, schools are not currently able to fund after-school clubs, in full or part, from the Dedicated Schools Grant without breaching their statutory responsibilities under School Funding arrangements. Whilst schools are allowed to offer breakfast clubs and after-school clubs priority access to school facilities or use of resources at cost, providers must cover the costs of the equipment and space they use themselves. 

We believe that there is the potential to support schools to build proactive partnerships with out-of-hours childcare providers with ‘rewards’ built into the funding formula. By recognising the economic and social benefits of the provision of wrap-around childcare within schools budgets, schools and providers would be in a significantly stronger position to work together to offer out-of-hours childcare, and many parents would have a recognised, easily accessible and reputable offer of childcare close at hand.

Finally, the use of existing facilities to offer out-of-hours childcare also reduces the cost of provision. In delivering its own provision, 4Children relies on its existing estate – usually nurseries and children’s centres – to keep the costs of the service down, this should be replicated wherever possible by other providers. Where nurseries or children’s centres are not available, providers should look to schools, community centres, or sports facilities to offer the same savings. It is often the case that buildings accessed by children during the day have the capacity to offer the same access after hours, and providers should ensure they make full use of those facilities wherever possible.

5. What early education, childcare or other regulation, unnecessarily gets in the way of the delivery of flexible, affordable, safe and high quality provision, or its expansion?

4Children welcomed the recent changes to legislation that gave greater flexibility over the length of hours on offer to parents to access free early education, but we do believe that more needs to be done to implement these extended hours at a local level.  Indirect financial rewards, such us offering free training places or accessible resources to settings, could incentivise settings to stay open longer, and better accommodate parents working atypical hours.

Parents using 4Children childcare tell us that it is vitally important to them that their childcare is in the best interest of their child. Ideally they want their free education offer with childcare provided in the same place, in order to avoid transitions during the day. This means that childcare providers need to be more flexible in the ways they offer:

· The hours for free education – being open to organizing the offer  in a compacted manner over  a shorter number of days, as well as the traditional 3 hours over 5 days;

· Opening hours and session availability, in order to accommodate parents working long or atypical hours or subject to last minute working request;

· Session times over the week; and

· Deploy their staff.

A national system that gives parents the reassurance that the provision they have chosen is of sufficient quality would also be welcome. Such a system could take the form of a national quality mark for childcare, managed by the voluntary sector. Those voluntary sector organisations should also offer resources, continuing professional development for staff, and troubleshooting advice.

6. How could existing regulation be improved?

Ofsted inspections should happen at least 6 months after registration in order to allow settings the time to become properly established, and given the ability to demonstrate and evidence the positive impacts of their systems, structures and procedures.

Further, local authorities hold much information on childcare providers which is not taken into consideration by Ofsted. A move to ensure that the inspection process seeks that information, along with the local authority’s rating/view of the childcare provider would also be beneficial.

7. Which aspects of requirements for providers do parents consider worthwhile? Or unnecessary?

Parents welcome Ofsted reports on settings, but would like further detail on the quality of provision to be made available, particularly when there are long gaps between inspections.
8. Are there any aspects of regulation which, in your view, make childcare more costly that it need be? Please explain your answer.

4Children recognizes the cost in regulating childcare, but we also know that ensuring the safety and wellbeing of children is paramount.  A national, consistent regulatory system is essential and regardless of the system, it will come at a cost. We feel that it would be worth exploring whether the current regulatory system achieves enough in regard to quality improvement, and considering the implementation of a compulsory national quality benchmark to help stimulate a continuous focus on quality improvement. and offer access to continuous professional development to staff. Such a system could be run by third sector organisations offering rigorous quality assurance.

9. What are the main issues parents face when making decisions about work, either entering work, or increasing their hours, in relation to childcare? Do some families face particular challenges, such as low or middle-income families, or families with disabled children?

There is a strong body of research which clearly shows the importance of childcare in supporting employment and employability.  4Children is planning to undertake research and policy development in this area over coming months and will be very happy to share its findings and thinking with the Departments.

In terms of school age childcare, again there is significant evidence of the positive impact of access to wrap around childcare on parental employment. A 2003 study reported that provision of out-of-hours places helped an additional 6% of parents return to work and an additional 16% of parents to increase their hours and their employability – both vitally necessary in the current economic and job climate
. The same report found that a significant 25% of parents would be forced to give up work, if out-of-hours childcare provision ceased. This may be a particular challenge in rural areas where childcare is limited, costs tend to be higher, and commutes into work are often longer.

There is even a legal basis to the barriers to work for lone parents – Jobseeker regulations
 establish that lone parents with children under the age of 13 are only required to work during their child’s normal school hours, and when it is unreasonable to make other caring arrangements. The lack of affordable or flexible childcare means that it is often unreasonable for lone parents to seek work – meaning that parents are unable to return to work, and unable to improve their family finances. By providing appropriate start up money for out-of-hours provision, the government would substantially increase the ability of lone parents to work, and consequently both increase the tax take and reduce the benefit spend associated with the family.

There are also wider social and long term economic benefits to arap around childcare. Whilst the link to supporting parents back to work is clear, wrap-around childcare also has an important role to play in supporting children’s own learning and development.  Some children will attend wrap-around and holiday childcare for more hours a year than they attend school, often over several years, making childcare an important aspect of their growing up. The out-of-school club can have a crucial role in introducing and supporting children to learn new skills, gaining new experiences and enriching their interests, as well as complimenting their learning from school. Out of school providers report how children gain in confidence at the out of school club, develop their social skills, along with their ability to co-operate, negotiate and deal with difficulties and disagreements in a positive way. Importantly, the out of school club provides a friendship group within a positive environment with positive adult role models.

For children with particular challenges this experience can have a profound impact at a crucial point in their development.  Evidence shows that behaviour and peer groups – both positive and negative - that are developed during the later primary phase have a long lasting impact as children grow up and move towards adulthood.  A number of government programmes have recognised this over the last 15 years providing positive out of school opportunities and activities for children at risk of offending.  Furthermore, research from the USA shows the negative impact on young people that have occurred as a result of welfare work programmes that have not built childcare in.. Where out of school support was not provided and older children cared for themselves (so called Latchkey children) there was an increase risk of involvement in crime and anti social behaviour.

For all of these reasons, 4Children believes that wrap around childcare is a crucial aspect of both social and economic policy. There were strong gains and development of places during the last two decades which provide a crucial building block for further development.  However this area of provision is still under developed with the real potential for a next stage of positive and impactful development.

We believe that a development of wrap around childcare has the potential to be a key element of the forthcoming economic recovery programme supporting employment and children and young people’s achievement and future employability.
10. When are the key transition or tipping points, and what are the main issues at those times?

There are a number of key transition points for parents which impact on their ability to take up or maintain work. Due to the generally high costs of childcare in the UK – taking up more than 20% of average family income
 – for many parents on low income being in work is more about personal development, civic responsibility and future-proofing their incomes than it is about making large sums of money. Consequently, in circumstances where childcare arrangements become more difficult, or their price rises substantially, parents can be forced to give up work to protect their family income.

The first key point at which parents make the choice about a transition to work is following maternity leave. At this point, when children are still very young and vulnerable it is absolutely vital that parents have built up a strong relationship of trust with the childcare provider of their choice. Children’s centres are uniquely placed in these circumstances to build up a strong relationship of trust with parents, and help ease their transition back to work – which is one of the reasons that the childcare they offer is so important.
The point at which children transfer from their early years setting into the reception class in a primary school is another key time in which parents working arrangements can come under threat. They are often required to choose a school which may not be their first choice academically but are governed by the availability of the wrap-around care provided by another school. If they are unable to find a school that meets their wrap-around care needs, they may have to move to a new provider, in a new location, charging a new rate for care, and have their work patterns similarly disrupted. 

This disruption could be minimised if nurseries, schools and wrap-around care providers built strong partnerships and worked together to guide parents through the transitional process. At 4Children, we work to offer 0-19 services in as many locations as possible – ensuring that parents can continue sending their children to a single, trusted location and can be guided through any changes to costs that may occur. This approach should be adopted as much as possible on a nationwide basis – with local authorities acting as a broker where relationships are difficult, in order to ensure parents working arrangements are not disrupted.

Holiday periods also offer a potential tipping point to parents struggling to remain in work. As we have noted above, the increased cost of holiday childcare can pose a challenge to parents’ ability to ensure that work pays, while the increased demands on parental time can make holding down a job difficult. This can be particularly difficult for those who work shifts, as holiday childcare tends not to as late into the evening as after-school care.

11. What do employers do well and what further role could employers play in supporting parents with their childcare needs?

Employers attitudes to childcare, and the efforts they make to support employees as parents   can vary wildly. While innovative employers offer flexible working for parents, provide childcare vouchers, offer on-site crèches and allow for term time working, others can be intransigent, inflexible and unforgiving when it comes to the additional needs of parents. While there is always more that the most sympathetic employers can do, working with employers who currently provide little in the way of support for parents would deliver more significant results – particularly for those parents who are most likely to face tipping point decisions about their ability to remain in work.

We know that flexible working is beneficial for both employers and employees
, but too many employers remain unconvinced by its potential benefits. Work undertaken by the Department for Work and Pensions, local authorities and business leaders like the Central Business Initiative, Institute of Directors or the Federation of Small Businesses, to communicate the benefits of flexible working to businesses who have not yet embraced it would be hugely beneficial to parents in work.


Further, involving employers in local childcare partnerships, with children’s centres, wrap-around providers, or local authority forums, could be an excellent route to embedding employers in local communities, and increasing their awareness and understanding of the additional pressures facing parents. Where organisations do not already do so, they should extend invitations to businesses, which in turn, are likely to benefit from better community relations, better retention of staff and positive press coverage.

A number of employers and childcare groups and networks which were established in the 80s and 90s have waned over the last decade and many say informally that this is partly because local authorities are now taking the lead in childcare. There would therefore seem to be enormous potential to revive and reinvigorate employers’ networks and information of this kind as a valuable focus and catalyst to increase employer involvement in this area.

12. How do parents access information and support relating to childcare, from local authorities or elsewhere? How could information or support services be improved?

A key barrier to many parents accessing childcare is the lack of understanding and awareness of the childcare and financial support available. Government invests heavily in early years and childcare but many parents remain dissatisfied with what they can find or afford in their locality.

Better information is key and 4Children believes that the idea of a national database of childcare places should be revisited.

In broader terms, much of the confusion about the kind of childcare available can be tracked back to the incremental way that childcare has evolved over recent years, with additional programmes of funding for specific developments.  Whilst new forms of funding are to be positively welcomed, confusion can occur when they are seen to overlap and sometimes contradictory. For example, many parents are confused by the distinction between child benefits, child tax credits, and the childcare element of working tax credits, and many other expect to receive funds to pay for their free 15 hours of childcare, rather than receiving it in kind from a provider.

Families, government, and employers contribute to childcare costs in a number of ways - including employer childcare vouchers, funding for two year old places, funding for three and four year olds, support for students, and  the childcare element of working tax credits.  This can often result in parents being confused about what is available and providers unsure of their income streams. There is often little co-ordination between each scheme - with the previous role of the local authority as childcare market manager and leader diminishing in most areas. Further, local authorities and providers may not be promoting   the childcare element of working tax credit and just 30 local authorities across Britain could confidently say that they were aware of whether a holiday childcare provider accepted vouchers in their area, according to the Daycare Trust
.

4Children believes that there are significant opportunities to provide greater clarity for parents (and a greater understanding of Government support available) through improved co-ordination and alignment of childcare support.  The aim of this should be for a clear route map for parents of what childcare options are available backed up by a clearer pathway for financial support.

There are several ways that financial support might be co-ordinated for parents and 4Children is particularly interested in exploring the potential for a smart card approach. Such a system has the potential to reduce confusion, help parents manage their finances better, and allow providers to be more flexible in the services that they offer. An ‘Oyster’ style card could allow employers, government, parents, and providers to top-up parents accounts with childcare credits, excluding the free early education entitlements in line with free school places, allowing parents to check their childcare balance online, and pay for childcare sessions on a flexible basis in provider across the country. If delivered effectively, the scheme would be cheap to administer, easy to use and understand, and be effective in breaking down barriers to the using childcare on a one-off or irregular basis, if places allow.


4Children has held initial discussions with a developer of several cards of this kind to explore options and has been further encouraged of its potential.  We would be happy to share thinking to date with the Department.

13. How effectively is existing government support to help parents participate in work being delivered?

As we have noted above, take-up rates for vital tax credits and other benefits remain low, and too many parents are unaware of the financial support they are due. Serious efforts should be undertaken to increase the rate at which people claim childcare related benefits, as positive impacts on employment and tax receipts are likely to more than make up for the additional spend.

14. Please use the space below for any other comments you would like to make.

4Children provides out-of-hours childcare on a nationwide basis, and have consequently developed a substantial store of best practice which we use to deliver high quality services. I have included some examples of this practice below, though there is likely a role for the Department for Education, or a national childcare body, to maintain a nationwide archive of best practice for providers to draw on at will.

Managing the demand for out-of-hours childcare places is key to ensuring their sustainability. With this in mind, 4Children operate a delivery model which aims to ensure that the childcare on offer meets the needs of as many working parents as possible. We operate long opening hours – usually between 8am and 6pm, but from 7.30am to 6.30pm in some locations, to ensure that the clubs provide coverage even for those parents who travel for work, or work extended hours. As part of this service, we also operate a collection service from local schools for those who are using our after school clubs to ensure that parents have no concerns about continuity of care. This is particularly useful for students with disabilities, or mobility problems.

Further, by placing quality at the heart of our out-of-hours childcare, we are able to ensure that demand for our services remains high. We believe there is a clear and obvious distinction between settings which seek to provide the highest quality care, with a focus on education, as 4Childen do, and those which operate a less formal babysitting style service. By ensuring that every session is meticulously planned, activities such as co-operative play can be mixed with more constructive learning to ensure children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, get the most of out their sessions. Further, ensuring that the staff who deliver out-of-hours childcare are appropriately qualified is central to the quality of provision – only staff with the appropriate background and experience can ensure that children truly benefit from their time at out-of-hours provision. In turn, when parents see the developmental and educational improvements their children experience as a result of accessing quality provision, their demand for the service remains high.

Ensuring the financial sustainability is also vital to the continuity of service, and building a strong partnership with parents who access the club is an important step towards reaching that goal. When parents are treated as valued contributors to out-of-hours provision, their engagement increases substantially. In order to build those partnerships, 4Children engage parents via open evenings, feedback sessions and formal governance arrangements, to ensure parents can influence and benefit from the available provision. This then allows clubs to benefit from parental involvement as volunteers, it allows parents to receive information regarding the benefits they are due which boosts demand, and it builds a strong fundraising base for the clubs – allowing them to cover costs more effectively, ensure their financial sustainability, and deliver a higher quality of childcare and education.
Finally, the use of existing facilities to offer out-of-hours childcare also reduces the cost of provision. 4Children rely on its existing estate – usually nurseries and children’s centres – to keep the costs of the service down, this should be replicated wherever possible by other providers. Where nurseries or children’s centres are not available, providers should look to schools, community centres, or sports facilities to offer the same savings. It is often the case that buildings accessed by children during the day have the capacity to offer the same access after hours, and providers should ensure they make full use of those facilities wherever possible.

 We would be very happy to discuss the matters covered above further 
Yours sincerely,

(by email)

Anne Longfield

Chief Executive, 4Children
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