
 

 

Evidence to the Education and Culture Committee's Inquiry into 

Scotland’s Educational and Cultural Future 

 
Introduction 
Save the Children welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Committee’s inquiry into 

Scotland’s Educational and Cultural Future. This evidence aims to support the Committee's 

consideration of the issues raised in relation to early learning and childcare, as set out in theme two. 

This evidence is informed by our work with families living in poverty/ low income households. 
 

1. The benefits to children, families and the wider economy of 
investing in childcare 

 

Save the Children believes that further investing in and developing a universal system of high quality, 

integrated early learning and childcare for young children and developing a sustainable system of 

childcare for school aged children, that are affordable, flexible and accessible for all families, is of 

critical importance to improving outcomes for children, supporting families, tackling poverty and 

supporting a strong economy.  We believe there are numerous well evidenced benefits to children, 

families and the wider economy of investing in childcare. The main benefits that we identify are: 
 

BENEFITS TO YOUNG CHILDREN: 
 

1. Improves children’s early development, wellbeing and outcomes: Evidence has shown 

that high quality early education and childcare can enrich every child’s early development and health 

at a critical stage in development. Positive effects for child development have been shown 

conclusively in the US, Sweden, Norway, Germany, Canada, Northern Ireland, and New Zealand.i In 

Scotland, the Growing Up in Scotland study found that childcare in the early years is generally 

beneficial to cognitive development and a child's vocabulary at age five.ii Further, every month of early 

education and childcare from aged two is linked to better cognitive development and improved 

independence, concentration and sociability later in a child’s life.
iii

 
 

2. Reduces early inequalities and outcomes for children from disadvantaged 

backgrounds: The benefits of high quality early education and childcare are most profound for 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds.
iv
 Access to high quality early education and care services 

has been proven to “…alleviate the effects of social disadvantage’ and ‘provide children with a better 

start to school”.
v
 In Scotland, the role of such services is vital given the existence of a significant and 

entrenched gap in development between children living in poverty and their peers. This gap starts 

early and widens with every stage of learning. Save the Children's research showed that children 

living in poverty are twice as likely to experience developmental difficulties than their peers.vi This 

was the case across every aspect of their learning and development (cognitive, social, emotional, 

physical and linguistic skills). This is cause for concern given that young children (under 5) account for 

nearly half of all children living in poverty in Scotland and that this age group is at greatest risk of 

poverty.vii This early gap in developmental outcomes between children living in poverty and their 

peers is linked to wider educational inequalities in Scotland.viii The latest Scottish Survey of Literacy 

and Numeracy results suggest that children living in poverty reach lower levels of development and 

achievement at every stage of their learning.ix This ‘achievement gap’ between children living in 

poverty and their peers in Scotland is amongst the most significant of developed western 

economies.x 
 

3. Improves children’s later educational outcomes: Evidence suggests that attending early 

learning and childcare services can have a long lasting impact on children's development and 

outcomes. The Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education Project (EPPSE) study showed 

that pupils perform better in maths and science at age 14 if they attended pre-school.
xi
 Other 
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research indicates that an earlier start (under three years) can produce improved cognitive 

development and other critical skills for learning.
xii

 
 

Save the Children believes that the benefits set out below, to families and to the wider economy, 

apply equally to childcare for young children and to childcare for school aged children. 

 

BENEFITS FOR FAMILIES: 
 

4. Enables parents to access and benefit from paid employment and provide financial 

security: Facilitating parental employment is often the primary reason parents cite for accessing 

childcare services (including nurseries and crèches, childcare from childminders and childcare for 

school age children).
xiii

 Yet, strong evidence suggests that many parents in Scotland face a number of 

barriers (related to affordability, availability, flexibility and accessibility of services) that currently 

prevent them from accessing suitable childcare.xiv Research by Save the Children and the Daycare 

Trust  found a quarter of parents living in poverty had given up work, a third had turned down a job, 

and a quarter had not been able to take up education or training because of difficulties in accessing 

childcare. This is particularly the case for parents living in poverty/ low incomes. Removing these 

barriers, by providing increased subsidised childcare, could enable more parents, particularly mothers, 

to increase their incomes through taking-up and remaining in paid employment, increasing hours 

worked and/or improving earning potential through further education or training. This in turn could 

support routes out of poverty for families. Increasing subsidised childcare can also support parents 

with meeting the costs of childcare. High childcare costs impact directly on the disposable incomes 

of families. Across developed nations the UK has the highest costs of childcare for any country apart 

from Switzerland. 27% of average family incomes are spent on childcare compared to an OECD 

average of 12%.
xv

 Evidence illustrates that there tends to be a correlation between high rates of 

parental employment and countries where childcare accounts for a relatively small proportion of 

disposable income.
xvi

 
 

BENEFITS FOR SCOTLAND: 
 

5. Tackling child poverty: High quality early learning and childcare can support efforts to tackle 

child poverty by both tackling inequalities and improving outcomes for disadvantaged children and 

supporting higher levels of parental, particularly maternal, employment. Levels of child poverty in 

Scotland are currently unacceptably high (with one in five children experiencing poverty) and this is 

set to increase dramatically in coming years. Therefore, there is a pressing need to consider evidence 

based policy interventions, such as childcare, that can address these issues.xvii In developed nations, 

there are clear links between investment in publicly funded early education and childcare systems, 

higher levels of parental employment and lower levels of child poverty.  A recent report by Save the 

Children and the Women in Scotland’s Economy Research Centre revealed an inverse relationship 

between rates of maternal employment and levels of child poverty in Scotland.
xviii

 In countries with 

the highest maternal employment rates, for example Sweden, child poverty rates are among the 

lowest. Further, investment in childcare that supports efforts to tackle child poverty could reduce the 

cost of supporting families experiencing poverty. It is estimated that child poverty costs public 

services in Scotland at least £3/4 billion per year.xix A further, £1b billion per year is spent on the 

costs of educational underachievement.xx 
 

6. Supports economic growth: Evidence suggests that there would be long term economic gains 

in investing in childcare. There is long-standing evidence that improved education systems and more 

skilled young people will lead to higher levels of economic growth. Modelling commissioned by Save 

the Children using an approach developed at Stanford University
xxi

 calculated that the potential 

economic gains of closing the educational achievement gap in Scotland are as high £5 billion over the 

next twenty year period
1
. We believe it is vital that tackling the gap starts in the early years through 
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the provision of high quality early learning and childcare. In addition, affordable, flexible childcare can 

support parental employment, particularly amongst mothers and this in turn could increase the 

maternal labour market participation. Moreover, an expansion in the childcare system as a whole 

could have a positive impact on employment through developing new opportunities in the childcare 

sector (which is labour intensive).  A recent analysis by Women in Scotland’s Economy Research 

Centre also points to the role that childcare can play in local regeneration and increasing fertility 

rates.xxii 
 

2. The planning, training and investment that would be required to 

bring about a transformation in childcare provision 
 

Delivering the transformation in childcare provision and policy that is required to achieve the benefits 

set out above is a considerable challenge for government and providers. It will require a sustained long 

term commitment by successive governments, significant investment and a culture change in the way 

that services are delivered. Save the Children believes that there is strong evidence of the need and 

benefits of committing to this transformation. In order to achieve this, there are a number of issues 

that relate to planning, training and investment that we recommend the Committee consider through 

this inquiry. 
 

1. A clear long term vision: Save the Children believes that Scotland needs a comprehensive, clear 

and strategic long term vision for childcare to drive progress, enable a shared understanding and 

commitment  (amongst government,  political parties, providers, employers and families), and guide a 

co-ordinated approach. This vision should set out clear aims for what the transformation in childcare 

hopes to achieve. The first priority, in our view, must be to support children's development and 

outcomes. In addition, developments should aim to tackle poverty, reduce inequalities, enhance 

economic security for families and support a strong economy. We recommend that short, medium and 

long term priorities are established to build on current policy as well as to drive future progress. We 

recognise that this will take a substantial amount of public investment. We support a vision for a 

universal system of (full time) high quality early learning and childcare for young children to match the 

best in Europe in the long term (and as resources allow). Recent progress through the Children and 

Young People's Bill and the commitment to entitle two year olds living in poverty are welcome. Save 

the Children believes that the priority for next steps in the short and long term must be to build on this to 

develop a sustainable childcare model that can support families living on low incomes and efforts to tackle 

child poverty. It is vital that high quality delivery is built into every stage of progress from the outset (as 

explained in more detail below). In addition, we believe that the transformation should include childcare for 

school aged children, particularly primary school aged children. Many of the benefits set out in the first 

section of this evidence apply equally to this age group. The Scottish Parliament’s Equal Opportunities 

Committee recommended that childcare for school aged children should be a statutory entitlement 

for children up to the age of 15.
xxiii

 We support this recommendation and again believe that priority 

must be given to investing in support for families living in poverty with school aged children. We also 

believe that better integration of employability and childcare support are required going forward – 

seeing childcare as central to both children’s policy as well as economic development policy.  There is 

much to be learned from the positive evaluations of the Working for Families approach. 

 

2. Increased investment and aligning resources to supply-side funding: Providing a high quality 

system of early learning and childcare for young children and childcare for school aged children 

requires significant additional investment. To ensure quality services must be adequately funded, 

primarily through investment in the (labour intensive) workforce.  The resources for this will need to 

found upfront to invest in expanding childcare provision.  Analysis has shown that improved childcare 

pays significant returns and has positive impacts for the Scottish economy and tax revenues. We urge 

the committee to fully explore the reality of the investment required and how this could be paid for. In 

addition to increased investment, Save the Children believes existing funding streams need to be 

                                                                                                                                                  
 

 

3



 

examined and consideration given to streamlining and better co-ordinating investment in childcare. 

Scotland’s childcare system is currently funded through a mixture of supply-side funding to providers, 

demand-side subsidies to support parents with the cost of childcare and fees. Save the Children 

believes that Scotland would benefit in the long term from re-aligning investment into the provision of 

services. Evidence from other countries shows that stable funding of childcare providers via investing in 

the supply offers simplicity for parents and is more economically efficient than demand-side 

subsidies
xxiv

. Nordic countries childcare systems feature stable long term public funding
xxv

. They are 

amongst the most stable systems, highest quality and most affordable to parents in the OECD. 

 

3. Integrating education and care in the early years: Save the Children welcomes the 

introduction of a definition 'early learning and childcare' through the Children and Young People Bill. 

This signals a move towards services providing a holistic and seamless provision of nurture, care and 

development. Evidence shows that children make better all-round progress in early learning and 

childcare settings which view educational and social development as complementary and equal in 

importance
xxvi

. This requires full integration of access, funding, workforce, regulation and co-

ordination.xxvii We urge the Committee to consider what further steps need to be taken to ensure this 

integration happens. It will require a move away from ‘more of the same’ to a culture shift in the way 

services are currently provided. This integration should start at government level. Governance and 

leadership for delivery of childcare transformation is key.  At present, responsibility, policy and 

resources that impact on childcare and learning sits across many areas of Government and Ministerial 

portfolio. We believe it would be useful to examine how this could be brought together (at Scottish 

Government and Community Planning Partnership levels). 

  

4. Ensuring high quality: Government financing must promote the development of quality provision. 

We believe this must be built in at every stage of planning and delivery of the childcare system.  This is 

particularly critical for early learning and childcare. High quality can reduce inequality and support 

children's development but low quality can damage children’s outcomes.
xxviii

 The OECD recommends 

governments earmark funds for quality improvement. Evidence indicates investment in high quality staff 

training is central. In addition employment conditions, competitive wages and other benefits; a 

reasonable schedule/workload; and a competent and supportive centre manager can impact the quality 

of settings.
xxix

 We welcome Scottish Government’s plans to undertake a review of the early years 

workforce and recent investment in a highly skilled and trained workforce. We also need to ensure 

that what is meant by ‘high quality’ provision is well understood and is sufficient to tackle inequalities 

and early disadvantage. We recommend the committee examine whether services are delivering this
2
, 

especially in more deprived areas. 
 

5. Making services affordable for families: Save the Children believes that an immediate priority 

for consideration needs to how childcare can be made free or low cost to parents, particularly 

parents living in poverty.  Parents in Scotland face high fees for using childcare services. This is often a 

barrier to using childcare (often the main barrier for families living in low incomes). There are a 

number of options that would help address this.  Investing in additional state subsidised services is 

critical - e.g. through increased hours for young children and introducing an entitlement for childcare 

for school aged children in deprived areas. In addition, a system of capping the amount parents spend 

on childcare could be introduced. We believe such a policy should ensure that parents living in the 

lowest incomes pay low or no fees. There are numerous examples of how this has worked in other 

countries, for example Sweden and Norway.  We urge the Committee to consider this in the Scottish 

context.  

 

6. Meeting child and family needs: Evidence suggests that simply increasing the number of state 

                                                
2
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subsidised hours of childcare will not in itself address the barriers that prevent families from currently 

using and benefiting from childcare. The transformation in provision must respond to the issues families 

raise in relation to flexibility, availability and accessibility of services in a holistic way. Families often 

experience multiple barriers to accessing suitable childcare therefore addressing issues simultaneously 

is important. This is especially true for those living on the lowest incomes
xxx

 and other groups such as 

children with disabilities, parents who are studying and who work atypical hours. It is important to 

better understand supply and demand for services at local level in order to inform service planning and 

delivery at local and national levels. It is important that families’ views are central to this process. We 

therefore welcome the requirements in the Children and Young People Bill to consult with parents and 

take their views into account in planning for childcare services. We recommend that sufficient 

resources are available to enable meaningful consultation with parents (representative of different 

family types and needs in local areas). We must ensure that the process is inclusive enough to 

accommodate and support marginalised groups. We further recommend that options to include young 

people’s views and perspectives within this process as appropriate to age and stage of development are 

given due consideration (for example, consultation with school age children on childcare services that 

can best support them). 

 

 

Contact 
Eloise Nutbrown 
Policy Officer, Scotland 
e.nutbrown@savethechildren.org.uk 
0131 527 8227 
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