Alliance Party Consultation Response

 CONSULTATION RESPONSE
Department of Education: 

Early Years (0-6) Strategy 
The Alliance Party welcomes the opportunity to respond to the consultation on the DE Early Years (0-6) Strategy.  Equitable access to high quality provision is important to support the educational and social development of children.  It is vital that household income and geography are not factors in the quality of provision afforded to a child; all children should be provided with the best possible start in life. 

The Department of Education needs to fundamentally re-draft the Early Years Strategy following the consultation exercise.  The document does not present a coherent approach to developing the sector; there are no defined actions, timescales and no assessment of the likely impact of the strategy.

The 0-6 Strategy must be underpinned by quality standards, funding commitments, targets and timescales.  It is also vital that the Department prioritises many of the actions detailed within the strategy e.g., what will be the priorities over the short, medium and longer term?  
We appreciate that the ability of the Department to a make clear statement on the availably of funding to the implement the Strategy is constrained by the current economic climate, nevertheless the Department should seek to cost some of the proposals outlined.  The Department should also specify whether commitments such as the up-skilling of the workforce will be funded out of existing budgets, if no additional funding is provided.  Alliance would be particularly concerned that an immediate focus on up-skilling the workforce would occur to the detriment of existing levels of provision.  

The Strategy makes limited reference to the needs and level of provision for children with a disability, particularly children whose needs are identified before they go to school.  These children require a multi-agency response to ensure that they reach their full potential.  In addition to recognising this group, the strategy should make provision for an effective policy for early intervention and support for children with special educational needs.  It is unacceptable a child in the private or voluntary sector with special educational needs cannot access the same provision as a child in the statutory sector.  

There is insufficient reference to the needs and policy actions to address the 0-3 age group. It is vital that the strategy details how education and care services for children aged 0-3 will be enhanced and developed.  

The strategy also fails to highlight the important role of many complementary stakeholders within the 0-6 arena.  This is one area were cross-departmental working and understanding is required, for example the strategy makes no reference to the role of health visitors, who play an important role at this stage of a child’s development. In addition, the fact that the draft strategy starts from birth requires that it makes reference to the role of the mother and the role of health professionals engaging parents from pregnancy. 

The document makes numerous references to raising the school age to 6, stating in particular that the strategy is a good place to begin a consideration of the potential implications.  However there is insufficient information on the implications of this change i.e., what will happen to children aged 4 and 5, how will a change affect the shape of the pre-school sector?  How can the change be resourced? The pre-defined response document gives no opportunity to comment on this aspect of the strategy.
While the strategy makes reference to the need to address inequalities in childhood development within deprived areas, insufficient emphasis is placed on the role and impact of SureStart services.  The strategy also fails to recognise the fact that a significant proportion of the most deprived areas are not covered by SureStart services, that services are restricted in rural areas and limited in terms of the age range that they represent.  It is vital that the Department recognises the good practice associated with SureStart Services and examines how this can be used to support a wider number of children and their families.  The Department must recognise that investment in early intervention initiatives, such as SureStart, offers value for money and can negate the need for more costly crisis driven interventions.  The Department must think outside the box in the current funding climate.  
In addition to the good practice associated with the SureStart services there is a range of good practice within each of the three sectors (statutory, voluntary/community, private). However, there is little recognition of this within the strategy.  It is vital that the Department understands best practice and how it can be shared and built upon within each of the sectors.  The development of learning communities is a particularly important aspect that the Department should consider.  The Department should support local area based approaches to planning and sharing of best practice across all sectors. 
There is little reference to the important role that community and voluntary groups have in provision.  This is a vital area of provision for many communities and should be reflected and considered in any strategy for the sector.  The strategy also fails to consider 

childminding, home-based care and after school clubs.  
There is little reference to full-time provision and no reference to the working poor and the benefits of full-time provision in supporting parents to return to and sustain employment. The document fails to recognise the social benefits of full-time provision compared to part-time provision.  The Department should look at a range of ways to fund this level of provision. 

There is no reference to the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration Strategy (CSI) and the need for the Early Years Strategy to align and reflect the vision, aims and objectives of CSI (albeit a vastly improved version of the CSI strategy). With research showing that a child as young as three can exhibit negative attitudes, it is vital that integration and sharing are reflected as much as possible in early years provision.  

We have a number of concerns with the proposed pre-school actions.  In particular the reference to the development of broad child development milestones to guide provision up to the end of the Foundation Stage.  It is vital that the introduction of any milestones are not simply ‘testing by the back door’ and do not result in a purely tick-box assessment of a child’s development.  The Department should engage fully with the sector and practitioners when developing these milestones and associated systems of measurement. 

As well as seeking to standardise quality and practices across the sectors, it is vital that the strategy also seeks to address disparities in access to resources across preschool provision.  Currently there are differences between the statutory, voluntary/community and private sectors, within the statutory sector itself and between part-time and full-time provision.  
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