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Commission on childcare: call for evidence

A submission from the Communication Trust

Introduction

The Communication Trust (the Trust) is a coalition organisation bringing together nearly 50 voluntary and community sector organisations with expertise in children’s speech, language and communication. Supported by the Department for Education, BT and other funders, much of the Trust’s projects to date involve improving the understanding of the children and young people’s workforce of speech, language and communication needs (SLCN)and promoting relevant resources for practitioners working in Early Years, Primary and Secondary education.  

The Trust is delighted to have the opportunity to comment on the childcare proposals released for public consultation on 19th July. We have not answered all of the questions which are listed in this consultation but have covered the areas where we believe we have the most to contribute.

Theme 1: Ways to encourage the provision of wrap around and holiday childcare for children of school age

The Trust agrees with the Government that parents need accessible and affordable childcare as their children grow up. The Trust also believes that parents expect that childcare to be of a high standard and delivered by professionals who are suitably qualified. For parents with children who have SEN there are other requirements: will the childcare offered in my locality meet the specific needs of my child and how do I identify childcare provision that is experienced in supporting a child with SEN?

It is important for parents of a child with SEN who has siblings that where possible all their children can attend the same provision of wrap around and holiday care. The Trust believes that this is a crucial issue in this whole debate and children with SEN must not be sidelined as policy is determined over the coming months. For children with SEN, we believe a joined up approach to wrap around and holiday care is essential. For example, children with speech, language and communication needs can be further handicapped if staff are unaware of their modes and levels of communication. 

To mitigate against this unnecessary situation, we feel schools and specialists working with children should be facilitated to share knowledge and expertise with workforce in wrap around and holiday care.  Schools should be encouraged to share their expertise and knowledge of individuals with local voluntary sector organisations and provide funding to enable practitioners to become better qualified. Schools could also be much more proactive in helping parents ‘join up’ provision, supported by central Government via the publication of good practice guidance. For some children, this may mean staff developing skills in sign or use of symbols as well as expertise in simplifying language in order to support children to understand and express their needs and wants. Simple strategies, such as use of “Communication Passports” would ensure children’s communication and wider needs are recognised and supported. Parents can be unclear about what to expect from staff in relation to children with SLCN in particular, therefore simple guidance for parents of children on what to look for in quality care for children with SLCN would be useful.

Theme 2: Identifying any regulation that burdens childcare providers unnecessarily because it is not needed for reasons of quality or safety

The Trust supports the introduction of the slimmed down Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and the recommendations from Professor Nutbrown’s review of early years qualifications.  We are particularly pleased that both these documents recognise the fundamental importance of speech, language and communication as the foundation life-skill and the role of a well-trained and qualified workforce in delivering the best outcomes for children.  In particular we support Professor Nutbrown’s recommendation that ‘level 3 qualifications should become the minimum standard for the workforce, and therefore Early Years Foundation Stage requirements should be changed so that all staff, including those childminders who work with the EYFS framework, should be qualified at a ‘full and relevant’ level 3 by September 2022’
.
We do not consider any of the current regulations concerning qualifications or ratios to be burdensome and would strongly resist any call to reduce them.  We consider that the recent leaflet from Ofsted
 gives providers the flexibility to exercise their professional judgements, while at the same time giving parents the confidence to know that their children’s safety and well-being is being protected.  It would be helpful if this guidance was more widely publicised so that inaccurate information about ratios in England (e.g. the Centre Forum Report on Childcare,
 which implies that there is no flexibility in some settings) does not lead to a knee-jerk reaction to water down some regulatory requirements at the expense of quality and safety.  Wider understanding and publicity would also go some way to expanding the numbers and take-up of childcare places across the age range.
Research evidence and international examples of practice have clearly demonstrated that good quality childcare is essential to support positive outcomes for children, while regulations that support ongoing and developing good quality childcare is paramount.

Theme 3: How childcare supports families to move into sustained employment and out of poverty

As per comments made above we believe that the Government and all relevant local Agencies need to make a concerted effort to support the hardest-to-reach families and it is because of this need that we support and are working alongside the Troubled Families programme. A well qualified workforce and good quality provision is fundamental to supporting children in areas of poverty who are at high risk of speech, language and communication needs potentially impacting on their life chances.

Any proposals that do not consider each child’s individual needs and ensure that they are supported will need rectifying by specialist workforce at significant expense as the child moves through the system. Early identification and support are key for these children to mitigate against impact of long term SLCN, such as behavioural, learning and mental health issues. It is therefore important that staff are trained, funding flows appropriately through the system to incentivise schools to take a  holistic joined up hands-on approach and that parents of children with SEN, including SLCN, can be confident of accessing appropriate provision in their community.
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