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Childcare Sufficiency Assessment

Background

The Childcare Act 2006 (2006 Act) expands and clarifies in legislation the vital role that local authorities should play as strategic leaders in facilitating the childcare market, which was first laid out in the Children Act 2004. Section 6 of the 2006 Act gives the local authority a duty to secure, as far as is reasonably practicable, that the provision of childcare is sufficient to meet the requirements of parents in their area in order to enable them to work or undertake education or training leading to work.  Section 11 of the 2006 Act gives local authorities a related duty to undertake childcare sufficiency assessment (CSA) every three years with an annual refresh.  The assessment is seen as a necessary step towards securing sufficient provision, enabling local authorities to identify gaps and establish plans to meet the needs of parents. 
Childcare is defined in legislation for the first time in the 2006 Act.  Section 18 of the Act defines childcare as “any form of care for a child including education and any other supervised activity” but excluding:

· Education or activities provided by a school for a pupil during school hours, unless that pupil has not yet started key stage 1 (thereby including nursery and reception classes)

· Care provided for a parent/carer; or any relative; or person with parental responsibility

· Care provided by a children’s home, care home, hospital or a residential family centre, a young offender institution, or a secure care home

The local authority was given statutory guidance on the benchmarks for sufficiency (see appendix 1).  Leicestershire County Council used this guidance to form the basis of a tender document.  Through a competitive tendering process the contract was awarded to QA.
Leicestershire’s CSA
QA undertook 1,400 telephone surveys, held six focus groups with young parents, parents of children with SEN/disabilities, BME parents, lone parents and two ‘generic’ parents.  Ten face to face interviews were held in an Out of School club with children ranging from 5 to 12 years and specifically designed forms for pre-school children were developed and sent to pre-schools and nurseries for parents to complete with their children.  136 forms were returned.

The key findings of Leicestershire’s CSA were:

· 74% of parents of a child with SEN/disability do not use formal childcare. Of this group 62% prefer to look after their children themselves, while 12% said they couldn’t find any suitable childcare. 66% of the parents said that their needs were fully met

· 65% of parents travel up to a mile to access childcare.  23% travel up to three miles. A third of parents were willing to travel up to 3 miles to access childcare, while a fifth were willing to travel up to five miles

· 41% of parents used childcare all the year round and 57% accessed childcare term time only

· 85% of parents stated that their childcare needs were fully met.  
· 88% of the pre-school childcare said that they enjoyed their childcare
· The most common barrier to parents using formal childcare was that they preferred to provide the childcare themselves (23%).  The next most common reason being the cost (17%)
· 25% of parents said that their childcare responsibilities prevented them from taking up work as it was difficult to find childcare that fitted around work and the school day. They also stated that employers were not supportive.
· 79% of parents feel that there should be more activities for children aged 11-14 (15-18 for children with disabilities).  The demand for this was greater in Harborough (86%) and the lowest was in Melton (70%).
Facilitating the childcare market 

The CSA is an introduction to the wider duty of securing sufficient childcare.  The term sufficient has only a broad definition provided by the DCSF; the onus to define the benchmarks of sufficiency is placed upon individual local authorities. 

Leicestershire has been leading on the development of a series of regional indicators beneath the 9 aspects of sufficiency that would provide a method of highlighting whether a given area/population potentially had sufficient childcare or not.  Although not providing a formula for sufficiency, the approach offers a method of prioritising and targeting future actions and/or resources. 

The set of indicators (included as Appendix 2) have been agreed in draft by representatives of each of the regional local authorities.  The chosen indicators will be weighted according to the differing needs of each local authority, as it would prove nonsense to apply the same weightings across the entire region.  The importance of each indicator (weighting) will be influenced by the method of differentiation chosen by the local authority e.g. Northamptonshire are applying a socio-economic approach to determine the importance of indicators in a given locality.  Leicestershire is considering taking a simpler approach and weighting the relevance and importance of the indicators according to 3 age brackets (0-5, 5-8 and 8+).  The rationale for taking this approach is that data from both Leicestershire’s and Northamptonshire’s own sufficiency assessment showed that the socio-economic grouping of the family made little difference to their childcare preferences.  The age-grouping of the children concerned however, was consistently significant in the childcare choices made by families.

Next Steps
In response to the CSA the local authority is planning to:

· Continue to provide training and support for practitioners in providing care for children with SEN/disabilities

· Raise awareness of the skills of practitioners in supporting children with SEN/disabilities

· Work with partners to support parents in using childcare for their SEN/disabled child

· Work with practitioners to provide more flexible childcare

· Work with Extended and Youth Services to provide after school care and chill out spaces for 11-14 year olds in identified gaps
· Continue to work with regional colleagues on the indicators of childcare sufficiency.
Our target is that in 2008/09 that 90% of parents feel that their childcare needs are fully met.  

Conclusion

Leicestershire’s first CSA has shown that 85% of parents feel that their childcare needs are fully met which is a very high starting point and vindicates the hard work of both the Early Learning and Childcare service and the early education and childcare sector.
The CSA is an important part of Leicestershire’s economic strategy which is highlighted in the Children and Young People’s Plan through the following targets:
· achieving economic well being: having sufficient high quality childcare to help support working parents and parents returning to work

· enjoy and achieve: improving readiness for school and improving attainment and achievement 

· stay safe: improving early years’ and schools’ capacity to support disabled children.
Leicestershire is well placed to continue lead the region in the area of early education and childcare and to meet its targets.
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Appendix 1

Chapter 4:

Mapping Supply

to Demand
4.1 

The third step in completing an assessment, after assessing demand and mapping supply, is for local authorities to map supply to demand. The outcomes will need to include at least the following for each sub-local authority area:

a. the location of childcare;

b. the affordability of childcare;

c. the requirements for specialised care for disabled children and for those with

special educational needs;

d. the times at which childcare is available including needs for flexible childcare that

caters for irregular patterns of usage across the day, the week and the year;

e. the age of children for whom care is available; and

f. the types of care available.

4.2 There is a range of software available to local authorities to support this stage of the process, as well as good practice in a number of leading local authorities. Examples of best practice will be added to the Every Child Matters website (see Chapter 7).

4.3 To assess where gaps exist, the local authority will need to compare two sets of data. The first set is data on how much, of what types, at what times, and in which localities, parents demand childcare, and whether there are any specific requirements these parents or children have. The second is how much childcare is available, at what price, in each locality, at each time, and whether that provision is able to meet any specific needs the parents or children may have.

4.4 Gaps in the market can be considered as falling into the following categories:

Geographical Gaps: where a geographical area has a general shortage of supply;
Income Gaps: where there is a shortage of affordable childcare for the income groups populating an area;

Specific Need Gaps: where there is a shortage of suitable places for disabled children, or children with other specific needs or requirements, including those from particular faiths or community groups;

Time Gaps: where there is a shortage of childcare at a time that parents would wish to use childcare;

Age Gaps: where there is a shortage of childcare suitable to the needs and

requirements of a certain age group (for example, school-aged children up to

18 years, if they are disabled). This may be difficult to detect if it is masked by

overprovision of childcare suitable for other age groups; and,

Type Gaps: where there is a shortage in the type of childcare for which parents may be expressing a preference.

4.5 Every gap will have a geographical element, which will need to be considered as part of the analysis. A local childcare market is generally considered to be a small area, which for very young children could be defined in terms of ‘pram-pushing distance’; but it may also be subject to limitation by physical constraints. For example, obstructions like motorways and railway lines can impose physical barriers between childcare markets; and there can also be non-physical barriers, such as a reticence to use provision in a different community, village or estate.

4.6 The local authority will need to have an understanding of how local provision effectively overlaps at community boundaries. Although it would be undesirable to encourage excess supply, some flexibility in capacity in such areas may be helpful.

4.7 Parents’ choice of convenient childcare will sometimes mean that they take up places in a different local authority from their own. Accordingly, local authorities should, when conducting their assessment, take account of the needs of those who use childcare outside their area as well as those who travel to their area to use childcare. It will usually be helpful to consult local providers, employers and neighbouring local authorities to try to assess the numbers involved.
Appendix 2
BASKETS OF INDICATORS FOR EACH OF THE 9 BENCHMARKS OF SUFFICIENCY

	Benchmark
	Indicators
	Fixed or Variable?
	Objective or Subjective?

	Sustainability
	· % of settings closing over the year by number (separate for group care settings and childminders). Notes 1 & 2
	F
	O

	
	· % net change in available places over the year (separate for group care and childminders). Notes 1 & 2
	F
	O

	
	· % of ‘Business Health Checks’ satisfactory or better
	V
	S

	
	· % providers where NEF costs are less than NEF income per child per session/week. Note 3
	V
	S

	Flexibility
	· % of parents at least ‘satisfied’ with opening hours of childcare settings used
	F
	S

	
	· % of settings offering 8AM to 6PM childcare cover (includes before and after school and holiday care for 5+) throughout the year
	F
	O

	
	· % of all NEF providers validated as offering flexible provision as per latest DCSF definition
	F
	O

	
	· % successful brokerage outcomes via FIS when looking for childcare
	F
	S

	High Quality
	· % settings with good or better Ofsted inspection result
	F
	S

	
	· % settings with ‘good or better’ local LA quality assessment (e.g. via ECERS or similar)
	V
	S

	
	· % of settings with at least 50% of staff qualified to at least NVQ Level 3
	F
	O

	
	· % of EY settings (for age 0-5) that are graduate-led
	F
	O

	
	· % of EY settings (for age 0-5) that are EYP-led
	F
	O

	
	· % of EY settings (for age 0-5) that are achieving the FSP target (76 points etc), including schools.
	F
	O

	Inclusivity
	· % of settings meeting LA-defined inclusion scheme assessment. Note 4
	V
	S

	Affordability
	· % take-up of Childcare Tax Credit by those taking up Working Tax Credit.  Note 5
	F
	O

	
	· Ratio of average weekly cost of childcare to average household incomes.  Note 6
	F
	O

	Information & Knowledge
	· % of working families with children aged under 16/19 that ‘know of’ the FIS and/or other sources of information and advice on childcare
	F
	S

	
	· % of working families with children aged under 16/19 that use the FIS
	F
	O

	Accessibility
	· % of families that are content with the distance that they travel to access their childcare of choice.  Note 7
	F
	S

	Number of places overall
	· Ratio of available places to number of children by age category exceeds required minimum.  Note 8
	F
	O

	
	· % of vacant places by age category
	F
	O

	Range/type
	· Ratio of available childcare places by type sought/wanted per the CSA.  Notes 8 & 9.
	F
	O

	
	· % enquiries to FIS unable to point caller towards required type of childcare
	F
	S


Notes to the above table:

1.  LAs may exclude dedicated childcare providers in Phase 1 Children’s Centres if they wish, where the LA financially supports the childcare provision in order to deliver the core offer (and thus the provision ‘cannot’ close).

2.  Excludes ‘desirable closures’, where low quality or otherwise unsatisfactory settings close.

3.  ONLY to be used where the LA is confident in the reliability of data on costs from its cost assessment exercise.

4.  LAs to use own scheme for assessing inclusion in all settings, which will be tailored to the key inclusion issues for their area 

5.  Need to ensure currency of data wherever possible.  This may be difficult re CCTC data ex HMRC.

6.  Data to be accessed from appropriate sources, including Daycare Trust annual surveys of childcare costs.

7.  Data likely to come from annual parental surveys e.g. for the CSA.

8.  Available places: practicable working maximum used by settings (not necessarily the same as their maximum Ofsted registration number).

9.  Types: such as Full Day Care; Sessional; Childminders
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