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Introduction
In 1998, the 2nd EI World Congress in Washington D.C. passed a resolution on Early Childhood Education
. The teachers’ unions of the world agreed that the right to early childhood education (ECE) is an integral part of the child’s universal right to receive education, and that both access to, and quality of, ECE must be addressed.

The right to education is fundamental, secured by the Universal Declaration on Human Rights as well as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Yet, while one of the Dakar goals for Education for All aims at expanding and improving ECE on a world-wide scale, the right to ECE is still – even in Europe – an often neglected aspect of life-long learning, a process that begins at birth.

Yet, early childhood is perhaps the most critical period for cognitive as well as social development, and for the acquisition of languages and early literacy. Children are active learners from birth, and the first three years are vital. ECE should be recognised as a first step of basic education, as a fully integrated sector within national education systems. As such, provision should be universally accessible and free for all children. 

Every child, regardless of age, gender, origin, ethnicity or social background, has a right to learn and develop to his or her full potential. High quality ECE provides the foundation for life-long learning and stimulates children’s social, emotional, physical, cognitive and linguistic development. The right to ECE, then, is an inherent right. It must no longer be available only to the privileged families, as is still the case in many parts of the world, and some countries in Europe today. Governments must fulfil their responsibility to ensure that no child is excluded from ECE.

In line with the Convention on the Rights of the Child, children are competent learners, and they have the right to voice their opinions and make their own decisions and choices according to their maturity level. The right of children to exercise influence and develop their own interests is central to good ECE. High quality ECE teaches children to respect their fellow human beings, and instils values that are at the core of contemporary Europe – democracy, equal opportunities, the fight against racism, discrimination and violence. It teaches tolerance and empathy. Early childhood education can make a difference.

Well-educated professionals are a prerequisite for high quality ECE. It is every child’s right to be guided and taught by qualified early childhood teachers. Through their knowledge – based on research and experience – of how our youngest children learn and develop, what young children should learn, and their awareness of the importance of play and creativity, early childhood teachers create the best conditions for children’s learning and for nurturing relations with other children and adults. 

Background 
The demand for ECE has increased throughout Europe, largely due to changes in family structures and the steadily increasing number of women in the labour market. In many countries, expanded provision of affordable ECE or childcare has been a vital ingredient in pursuit of gender equality and equal opportunities. The role of ECE as an important contributor to economic and social development is well established from this perspective. According to the Lisbon strategy, for instance, EU Member-States agree that childcare is a key area for achieving the EU’s long-term economic and social goals. 

While acknowledging the importance of early childhood provision from a social perspective, and recognising that the purpose of ECE is dual, it must be stressed that ECE is first and foremost for the child and the child’s opportunity to learn - to develop knowledge, skills and values. The current trends, with pressure from different directions representing different economic and political interests, underline the importance for EI and its members to actively participate in the debate on ECE in national as well as international contexts.

To an extent, there are signs of progress brought about by an increasing awareness across Europe of the effect of ECE on later school outcomes. This debate is based on findings that show long-lasting academic advantages for young people who have participated in ECE. It is a positive development in that it highlights ECE in the context of lifelong learning. Whereas the recognition of long-term educational effects should be commended, there is still however; a frustrating lack of awareness about actual learning processes and the importance of what high quality ECE means to young children here and now. 

In addition, governments in Europe often concentrate their efforts exclusively on children over the age of three, while there is a tendency to exempt the youngest children from the inherent human right to education and life-long learning. The emphasis, instead, is on the labour market context, and private, for-profit initiatives, often lacking quality control, take over supply. The ‘care’ section of systems that separate childcare from early education have limited quality standards, the staff generally has low qualifications, and due to high costs, low-income families are forced to choose low-quality care options in spite of their desire to provide the best for their children. The implication is that these governments are in breach of the key principle of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which states that the best interests of the child should be a primary consideration in all actions concerning children.

This both exacerbates and is exacerbated by the existence of voices questioning if early childhood education is at all beneficial to the youngest children. That view can originally be traced to traditional social structures where it was assumed that families consisted of fathers as breadwinners and mothers as caretakers. Changed family structures notwithstanding, parents do and should remain responsible for their children’s upbringing, and central to their development. However, few would claim that the family loses its importance when children enter compulsory school, or that the vital role of the family – nuclear or otherwise – renders basic education meaningless. The unwillingness of European governments to invest in children at the age that is undeniably the most critical to their development, cannot be vindicated by constructing a dichotomy between ECE and family values.

Still, it is important to pay special attention to how ECE programmes cater for the needs of young children whose parents work long hours. The young child needs continuity and trust, which is best provided when the child’s day is not divided into different structures for education and care. Facilities and materials should be appropriate for this purpose, but most importantly, children need to meet competent teachers who they know and trust, throughout the day.

Given its dual nature of education and care, the provision of ECE in Europe has been closely connected to family and welfare policy systems, contributing to the different models of early childhood provision present in Europe today (annex 1). The approaches vary, for instance, in the way that countries either split or integrate education and care. In practice, it must be added, education and care in provision for the youngest children are so interconnected that ECE always contains an element of both. 

A variety of approaches in ECE can add to academic freedom for teachers, and potentially enables ECE to better meet local conditions and individual needs. However, there must be equally high demands and expectations on quality, and appropriate conditions for children and teachers. Regardless of the theories on which a particular approach is based, all early childhood programmes should be in accordance with teachers’ professional knowledge and research.
Access and affordability
Cross-national statistics on ECE enrolment are determined with large gaps and missing data, yet they also reflect the disparity in definitions and types of ECE that exist in the world. Added to that, the starting age of compulsory schooling in Europe ranges from four years in Northern Ireland, to seven years in some of the Nordic and Central and Eastern countries. 

Despite these limitations, a look at other regions in the world clearly shows that as a rule, ECE enrolment for children over three is high in the wealthiest countries, and almost non-existent in the poorest of nations. Even within Europe, access to ECE varies immensely in different countries, ranging from merely a few per cent to universal access.

Inequality is also evident within countries. In the ECE sector there is a high level of private initiatives, more so than in compulsory education, which means that ECE is often only available to wealthier families. In fact, even where provision is public it is often at least partially financed through parental fees. A positive development in European nations is that education is increasingly becoming universal for children over three, reflecting the increasing recognition of the importance of ECE. However, the problem is still significant in early childhood provision for children under three. All this leaves the less privileged in society even more at a disadvantage. 

The lack of commitment from some governments, resulting in this surge of commercial initiatives, must be addressed. Furthermore, maintaining high standards in highly privatised systems means that suppliers of ECE must be required to meet the same demands on quality as those in the public sector, which is often not the case.

Much remains to be done on the part of the governments at national and regional level to render ECE public and free, to invest more resources in this sector, and to ensure that ECE programmes are staffed by appropriately trained and fully qualified early childhood teachers. Governments cannot disclaim responsibility for accessible and affordable education from early childhood and onwards. 

Not only does quality ECE generate human rewards; it is also cost-effective in the long term. ECE is a valuable investment in the future. Sufficient resources within the education budget must be ensured. Efforts must be made by States to ensure equality and inclusion for all children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds and children with special needs.

Quality and evaluation 

Definitions of quality in ECE vary greatly and depend on factors such as cultural values and views of the child as well as different political systems, making it challenging to compare and find a universal definition. The trend of decentralisation seen in national politics in general, and education policy in particular, adds further disparity. Regardless of the underlying philosophy and different traditions that exist within and outside Europe and the rest of the world, however, there are some aspects that should be recognised as vital to quality.

Well-educated teachers and qualified leadership

The most important prerequisite for education of high quality is the educators. Well-educated teachers, working under fair conditions, with access to continued professional development, are as vital for achieving quality in ECE as they are in other sections of the school system. Another important aspect is the presence in ECE institutions of qualified leaders, with a deep knowledge of ECE.  

Ratios and group sizes

Structural features such as child:teacher ratios and group sizes are important conditions which are also known to have an impact on quality, particularly for the youngest children, particularly the under-3s, due to the nature of teacher-child interactions.. The OECD Starting Strong study shows that in 2001, child:staff for 0- to 3-year-olds ratios ranged from 3:1 in Denmark to 10:1 in Portugal, and for 3- to 6-year-olds from 6:1 in Denmark and Sweden to 20–28:1 in Italy (OECD, 2001). Ratios and group sizes become even more important when the education level of the staff is lower and there is a low percentage of teachers. In cross-national comparisons, it has been observed that well-educated and experienced teachers can to a large extent outweigh unfavourable conditions. Since the ratio of qualified teachers varies immensely in European countries, statistics on group sizes and child:staff ratios are difficult to compare. Regardless of the number of children and adults present, a sufficient number of qualified teachers is a prerequisite for acceptable quality.
Children with special needs and children-at-risk

Another dimension is inclusiveness, how well systems manage to cater for children in need of special support. Quality ECE is especially important to children who lack a secure family environment. Children that are at risk benefit particularly, as do children with special educational needs. Inclusive and accessible ECE of high quality provides the possibility to effectively identify and prevent problems relating to children’s learning and education and compensate for some of the shortcomings in a child’s environment. Early intervention and educational support can give the child the opportunity of a richer life in early childhood as well as later on in life. There are also long-term benefits in preventing economic and social costs later on. 

In this context, co-operation with other specialists is often an important aspect. Teachers meet the children daily, and good links between education and fields such as health care and social services improve the ability of meeting children’s needs beyond education.

Children of ethnic minorities

ECE has a special importance for children of ethnic minority backgrounds. In the ECE centre, the child and family often meet the majority culture and learn the majority language for the first time. Respect for, and understanding of, different cultures are vital quality aspects. Early childhood is also the critical period for language acquisition, including second-language acquisition. ECE that provides rich language experience and opportunities for learning will have life-long positive effects for second-language learners.
Continuity within the education system

Continuity and co-ordination with the rest of the education system is vital to, among other things, facilitate monitoring of education and lifelong learning, and to smooth children’s transition to the next phase of education. Most European countries have separate systems for early childhood and compulsory education or for different sectors of ECE. Indeed ECE is usually divided between the auspices of education and social affairs ministries. For this to work well, close co-operation is important. Ideally, all sections of the education service should be under the auspices of the Ministry of Education or its equivalent at national and regional level. While most countries in Europe still split provision between Ministries of Education and Ministries of Social Affairs, this is already the case in the UK and Sweden. 
Children’s influence and co-operation with parents
High quality ECE provides rich learning environments suitable for young children. In high quality ECE, children enjoy influence and respect, as individuals as well as members of a group. They are encouraged to make their own decisions at an age-appropriate level, while also learning to take responsibility and consider how decisions and influence affect other people – fundamental aspects of being a democratic citizen. 

Parents, as the most important people in their children’s lives, also have the right to influence. To gain a richer understanding of the child and to provide the best quality ECE, good communication and co-operation with parents is necessary.

Assessment and evaluation

The different philosophies and definitions of quality seen in different countries affect the curriculum or goals, and, consequently, the perception of how quality in ECE should be regulated, measured and evaluated. There are also different opinions on whether individual children should be assessed at all. While school readiness-based models tend to focus primarily on external regulation and meeting standards, the Nordic model, for instance, emphasises frameworks. 

Assessment and evaluation of early childhood provision should have the best interests of the child in mind, and be aimed at quality improvement. To be relevant and effective in this context, external evaluation needs to be based on the internal evaluation that is led by teachers and involves children and parents in the process of identifying areas for improvement.

The frequent lack of systematic evaluation, and the very limited national and cross-national data and analyses, constitute hurdles for improving quality in ECE. 

Long-term effects of Early Childhood Education

The PISA 2003 results indicate that children who have participated in ECE score significantly higher in mathematics at age 15. A considerable positive effect remains after socio-economic background has been accounted for. While the difference is more significant in some countries, such as, notably, Switzerland, there is a general trend throughout the OECD countries that shows a correlation between ECE and later academic success. 

The PISA results are in accordance with existing research, where there is evidence that there is a correlation between quality ECE and the level of cognitive, as well as social development. The impact can be observed in children from all backgrounds, but seems to be most important for children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

French studies have shown that school failure at primary level decreases according to the length of time attended in the école maternelle, particularly below the age of three. This effect has been found to continue into secondary school, with the effect being more marked for children from disadvantaged families. As such, the provision of quality pre-school education is seen as an equality issue and the provision of such is recognised as a right for all children. 

The impact of ECE goes well beyond academic success. Cross-national studies are scarce, but national longitudinal studies in different parts of Europe, the United States and New Zealand have indicated socio-emotional effects such as co-operation and communication skills, fewer behavioural problems, lower school drop-out rates and even lower criminal records. ECE is also known to be of special importance for ethnic and language-minority groups, with a positive effect on second language acquisition. ECE is more than a preparation for school; it is a preparation for life.

But increasing the number of children in ECE is not enough. To ensure these long-term benefits, education must be of high quality, and adapted to vast individual needs among young children and their families. Investing in quality ECE for our youngest children is an investment in the future. 

Qualified teachers in Early Childhood Education

All teachers, including early childhood teachers, should have a high academic level of teacher education. This includes initial teacher education as well as access to life-long professional development such as in-service training. The status of early childhood teachers, and the value placed on their education, must be up to par with other teachers, with equal rights and entitlements. Today, there is an all-too-common notion that the demands and complexity of the teaching profession increases with the age of the students. Not only does this attitude undermine the work of early childhood teachers, it also serves as an obstacle to continued development of the field of ECE.

The overwhelming majority of early childhood teachers are women, making this is an issue of gender inequality. Like many other predominantly female professions, early childhood teachers are often underpaid. The fact that the status of early childhood teachers is generally lower than that of those teaching older pupils becomes especially noteworthy in light of the fact that there are fewer men in ECE than in later school years. An estimate of more than 90% of staff in ECE is female. While it must be emphasised that a teacher’s professional knowledge and skills are more important than gender, efforts must be made to attract more men to the profession, but also to be aware of, and combat, the gender pay gap. 

The same argument applies to other working conditions. Teachers’ working conditions vary greatly across Europe as well as within countries, and this is especially true in early childhood education. Hence, the conditions of early childhood teachers must be monitored and improved. Improved working conditions also reduce sick leave. There are also indications that early childhood teachers have less opportunities for professional development throughout their careers. 

All this is particularly remarkable considering the fact that teachers in general are a greatly undervalued group. Working conditions and salaries, as well as working conditions in general, need to be greatly improved for all teachers.

In Europe today, there is no general qualification or educational level for ECE teachers and other staff. A three or four year education at university/institute of higher education is the norm for teachers in the Nordic countries for ECE from birth or age 1 and upwards, and elsewhere in Europe from the age of three; an exception being Germany, where kindergartens are not staffed by trained teachers.

In several countries the training for qualified early childhood teachers, usually those working with children over 3, is the same or the equivalent of qualifications in the early years of compulsory school. In these countries, salaries also tend to be higher In most European countries, staff with lower qualifications or even without qualifications can be employed as childcare workers or assistants. Where this is the case, it is vital that there are sufficient numbers of teachers, and that teachers have the main responsibility for the children’s education. 
It is necessary for governments to invest adequately not only in initial teacher education, but also in continued professional development. Training should be based on and linked to research of significance to the teaching profession, something that also needs to be prioritised to the level where it reflects the importance of education, and the importance to society of well-educated and qualified teachers vis-à-vis other professions. 

Career opportunities for teachers in general, and ECE teachers in particular, are unacceptably limited. This is detrimental not only to teachers, but ultimately to the children. To fully develop the highly specialised knowledge required in education today, ECE and education in general must be organised in a way that allows for a variety of career opportunities within a school or other ECE setting, such as for instance practice-oriented research or various forms of leadership.
Research and data needs
There is a need to further develop educational research with direct relevance to the teaching profession, in accordance with the best interests of the child. In particular, quality improvement requires practice-oriented research with focus on aspects relevant to the actual education process, such as for instance teacher-child interaction, teaching methods, subject content and the curriculum.  It must be the responsibility of governments to support and provide resources for such research. 

On the structural level, statistics on the resources allocated to ECE are very limited, and ECE is often left out from the Education For All equation, which focuses mainly on primary and basic education without including ECE. The annual EFA Global monitoring reports evaluate access and quality in ECE according to the Dakar goals but again, statistics are limited and often unreliable. This shows a clear need for ECE to be fully incorporated in the overall policy framework around EFA. 

Research must be undertaken on an international level. The OECD Starting Strong study and Starting Strong II have improved the access to cross-national information within the participating OECD countries, but there is a need for regular and systematic collection of data throughout Europe, and indeed the rest of the world. Fully acknowledging the important role of ECE, and its status as a human right for every child, means that there must be a systematic monitoring of the implementation of ECE programmes. There is important work left before achieving that goal within and outside Europe. 

It remains an important task for EI to continue to facilitate the exchange of information between its affiliates on this issue to promote expert knowledge on ECE and its beneficial effects on children, and to seek proper terms and conditions of  work for ECE teachers.  The aim is also to facilitate the exchange of ideas and experience among the teachers in ECE, as well as provide possibilities for ECE teachers to advance their own knowledge and the development of the teaching profession by engaging in doctoral education and research on ECE.

The European Region and its Member Organisations should:

· be active participants in, and initiators of, the debate on high quality ECE as an inherent part of basic education and thus every child’s right

· advocate for ECE to be a priority on the policy agendas of local authorities, governments and intergovernmental bodies.

· promote ECE that is publicly funded and universally accessible, although not compulsory

· monitor the rise of private sector initiatives in ECE in Europe and counteract the emergence of ECE as a commodity.

· advocate the integration of ECE into education systems under the auspices of the Ministries of Education or their equivalents

· counteract the split between education and care that results in inequality, instability for children, and low quality provision

· seek high standards of teacher education in ECE, at the same academic level as teacher education for primary school and onwards.

· work to achieve pay and working conditions for early childhood teachers, which are on a par with the best available of the other sectors of the education system

· seek improved opportunities for continuous professional development

· seek better career opportunities for early childhood teachers, particularly within the realm of educational research 

· seek to attract more men to early childhood teacher education, and more qualified male teachers to ECE 

· advocate higher resources nationally and cross-nationally for educational research with direct relevance for ECE  

· urge governments to support ECE research on a national level, and encourage research and cross-national data collection on an international level, for the purpose of continued quality improvement.

· undertake further research on ECE in order to have a strong knowledge-based position on its quality, on the status of the teachers delivering ECE, and on the programmes being established. 

· facilitate collaboration with other specialists

· encourage the strengthening of co-operation and communication with parents

· pay special attention to ECE developments for children under three, and ensure that they are always included in all the above recommendations 

� EI defines early childhood education as education taking place before compulsory education.  This includes kindergartens, nurseries, pre-school classes, childcare centres and other similar institutions.
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