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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on Early Years Learning in the European Union
(2010/2159(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to Article 165 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union,

– having regard to Article 14 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union,

– having regard to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, in particular to 
Articles 3, 18 and 29,  

– having regard to Decision No 1720/2006/EC of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 15 November 2006 on establishing an action programme in the field of lifelong 
learning1,

– having regard to the Commission Communication on equity and efficiency in European 
education and training systems (COM(2006)0481),

– having regard to the opinion of the European Economic and Social Committee of 20 
January 2010 on early childhood care and education2,

– having regard to Council conclusions of 11 May 2010 on the social dimension of 
education and training3,

– having regard to the Council Conclusions of 26 November 2009 on the education of 
children with a migrant background4,

– having regard to the Council Conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for 
European cooperation in education and training (‘ET 2020’)5,

– having regard to the Conclusions of the Council and of the Representatives of the 
Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council of 21 November 2008 on 
preparing young people for the 21st century: an agenda for European cooperation on 
schools6,

– having regard to the Barcelona European Council Conclusions of 15 and 16 March 2002,

– having regard to its resolution of 23 September 2008 on improving the quality of teacher 

1 OJ L 327, 24.11.2006, p. 45.
2 CESE 102/2010.
3 OJ C 135, 26.5.2010 p. 2.
4 OJ C 301, 11.12.2009, p. 5.
5 OJ C 119, 28.5.2009, p 2. 
6 OJ C 319, 13.12.2008, p. 20.
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education1,

– having regard to Rule 48 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Culture and Education (A7-0000/2010),

A. whereas children's early learning lays the foundation for their lifelong learning, which is 
central to the achievement of the EU 2020 targets,

B. whereas throughout the EU, early childhood education and care (ECEC) is provided in 
different ways, with various definitions of 'quality' which depend heavily on states' 
cultural values and their interpretation of 'childhood',

C. whereas poor and vulnerable families have been shown to benefit most from publicly-
funded access to ECEC services; whereas there is a clear link between disadvantage and 
poor educational attainment, with disadvantaged groups less likely to seek access to 
ECEC services due to issues of availability and affordability; 

D.   whereas ECEC tends to receive less attention and lower investment than any other stage 
of education, despite clear evidence that investment in it brings greater returns than 
investment at any other stage of education,

E.   whereas ECEC targets are often overly labour-market driven, focusing too heavily on the 
need to increase the numbers of women in work and too loosely on the needs and best 
interests of the child,

F.   whereas there is a direct link between the well-being of parents and children and the 
provision of early years benefits and services,

G.   whereas childcare has traditionally been seen as the natural activity of women, which has 
led to a dominance of females working in the ECEC field; whereas ECEC service 
providers tend to offer low rates of pay, 

H. whereas staff qualifications vary markedly between Member States and between types of 
providers, and in most Member States there is no requirement on pre-school providers to 
employ staff with specific qualifications, 

I. whereas there has been very little research undertaken on young children's education at 
EU-level which can inform the development and implementation of EU-wide ECEC 
policies,

Child-centred approach

1. Welcomes the targets set in the Barcelona European Council Conclusions "to provide 
childcare by 2010 to at least 90% of children between 3 years old and the mandatory 
school age and at least 33% of children under 3 years of age"; argues, however, that the 
Council and Commission must revise and update these targets, putting the needs and best 
interests of the child at the centre of their ECEC policies; 

1 OJ C 8 E, 14.1.2010, p. 12.
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2. Notes that the early years of childhood are critical for brain, physical and cognitive 
development, and language acquirement, and also lay the foundations for lifelong 
learning;

3.   Recognises that the EU 2020 strategy, which seeks to create an inclusive society by 
raising employment, lowering school-drop out rates and reducing poverty, cannot be 
achieved unless all children are given an adequate start in life;

4.   Highlights that in addition to education, all children have the right to rest, leisure and play;

Universal provision of ECEC

5. Notes that according to the Council Conclusions of 12 May 2009, educational 
disadvantage should be addressed by providing high quality early childhood education and 
targeted support, and by promoting inclusive education;

6. Recognises that while disadvantaged social groups may benefit from additional help, 
provision of ECEC should ideally be universal to all parents and children regardless of 
their background or financial status; 

7.   Highlights that, where appropriate, children with disabilities should participate in 
mainstream ECEC services, and that, where necessary, additional specialist help should be 
offered to them;

Engagement with parents

8. Recognises that mothers and fathers are collaborators in ECEC; recognises that ECEC 
services should be fully participative, involving all staff, parents and, where possible, 
children themselves;

9.   Encourages Member States to invest in parental education programmes, and, where 
appropriate, to provide home visiting services for parents who need additional help;

10. Highlights that the provision of maternity and paternity leave of sufficient length is an 
essential component in effective ECEC policy;

Integrated and holistic approach

11. Encourages Member States to integrate ECEC services, with better coordination between 
the different ministries working on early childhood policies and programmes;

12.  Highlights the importance of innovative ECEC services, which are local in character and 
which bring together community members from the health, social, education and other 
sectors;

13. Calls for the development of a European framework for ECEC services with shared goals 
and values;

Economic benefits
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14. Regrets that in an unstable economic climate ECEC policies are easily neglected; 
highlights that Member States should devote appropriate resources to ECEC services; 

15. Restates that investment in ECEC has been proven to have later economic benefits, such 
as increased tax contributions through a strengthened workforce, as well as reduced future 
health costs, lower crime rates and fewer instances of antisocial behaviour;

16. Recognises that quality early years education can help reduce early school leaving, which 
affects society as a whole; notes that young people from vulnerable social groups such as 
migrant backgrounds, especially males, are particularly at risk;

17. Highlights that high-quality ECEC services are a complement to, not a substitute for, a 
strong welfare system incorporating a broad range of anti-poverty tools; calls on Member 
States to implement financial redistribution measures, child and family benefits, and other 
social expenditure in order to address societal poverty;

Staff and quality services

18. Recognises that having qualified and well-trained staff working with young children has 
the most notable impact on the quality of ECEC services, and as such calls on Member 
States to raise professional standards by introducing recognised qualifications for those 
working in the ECEC field;

19. Encourages Member States to ensure that all qualified ECEC staff are ideally paid a salary 
in line with that of primary school teachers;

20. Calls on Member States to address the problem of the gendering of care work by 
implementing policies to increase the numbers of men on ECEC courses, ensuring where 
possible that at least 20% are male;

Research and exchange of best practices

21. Regrets the lack of empirical data on young children; calls for more extensive research 
across the EU, taking into account the cultural diversity of Member States;

22. Regrets that EU structural funds, and schemes such as Comenius, which allow educators 
to participate in EU-wide exchanges, are not used enough; calls on Member States to 
increase awareness of such schemes and funds among ECEC educators;

23. Recommends that a dedicated unit within the Commission develops a resource base 
profiling Member States' ECEC provision in order to facilitate the exchange of best 
practices and to build on and improve existing ECEC targets;

o

o o

24. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and the Commission, and 
to the governments and parliaments of the Member States.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

Introduction

Europe is made up of a rich and diverse mix of educational traditions, with early education provided 
in a host of different ways across the continent. There is a clear variation between Member States in 
terms of the quality and supply of their provision, rates of enrolment, approach to services, 
governance of services, and so on. This report recognises that a 'one size fits all' approach to early 
childhood education and care (ECEC) services in the EU is not suitable, and would be difficult to 
realise. Instead, it is far better to develop a European framework comprised of shared goals and 
values, which includes shared entitlements and structures. While many EU Member States are 
undeniably world leaders in the provision of ECEC services, more needs to be done to bring about 
improvements across the board. For the purpose of this report, 'early years' will used to refer to the 
period of childhood from 0 to 6.

In 2002 the Barcelona European Council called for EU members to provide childcare to at least 90% 
of children between the age of three years and mandatory school age by 2010, and to at least 33% 
children under three. These targets signalled a labour market approach to ECEC services, based on 
the need identified at the time of increasing the numbers of women in work. While it is vital to give 
due attention to the link between ECEC services and equality of opportunities for women, these 
targets are clearly problematic, and outmoded, since they fail to take into account many of the crucial 
qualitative aspects of a strong early education policy. ECEC centres are not simply a place to 'park' 
children so that women can work; they are of utmost importance in contributing to the well-being of 
children and improving their future life chances.

Child-centred approach

It is crucial that this report begins by ascertaining critical questions, problems and difficulties, rather 
than rushing to offer complex solutions. A useful place to start is to consider what exactly our image 
is of 'the child'. If we believe that children are active and engaged citizens with rights, who are rich in 
potential creativity, and who are capable of forming and expressing their own views in matters 
affecting them, then we must agree that discussions on ECEC should start from the perspective of the 
child. The period from birth to three is critical for children's brain development, physical and 
cognitive development, and language acquirement. These early years also lay the foundations for 
children's lifelong learning, which is central to the achievement of the Lisbon objectives. In this 
report, therefore, the needs and best interests of the child are the primary consideration.

Universal vs. targeted provision

Poor families are less likely to use ECEC services, especially in privatised markets, than other 
groups. One of the most at-risk groups in the EU is the Roma, whose access to early years services is 
extremely low and falls well under the average across Europe. This is worrying, given that 
disadvantaged children are those that have been shown to benefit most from access to ECEC 
services. Several EU Member States have welcomed large numbers of immigrant and second-
language children into their school population, which raises notable educational challenges, 
particularly when we see that children from ethnic minority families are also less likely than other 
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groups to use ECEC services.

The problem with Member States targeting poor families directly is that this can lead to 
stigmatisation, which may discourage them from making full use of the services on offer. While it is 
important to recognise that many poor families need extra encouragement when it comes to ECEC 
services, provision should be universal to all families and all children, regardless of their background 
or financial status.

Engagement with parents 

Parents are the first educators of their children. They have, in most cases, a deep, unparalleled 
understanding of their child, and an intimate a bond with them. It is widely acknowledged that the 
ideal setting for a child to thrive and develop in the first year after their birth is at home with a parent. 
The provision of long parental leave can also be a way of helping to reduce demand for childcare 
places. The problem is that very few Member States currently offer sufficiently long periods of 
remunerated leave. Where there is a gap between the end of paid parental leave and entitlement to a 
place in a good-quality childcare setting, difficulties can arise for parents. This report highlights that 
the provision of sufficiently long parental leave is an essential component in effective ECEC policy.

Parental engagement must also continue in the subsequent years. Poor and disadvantaged parents are 
less likely to be involved in strategies to address their child's education than other parents. Men, too, 
are more often than not sidelined when it comes to developing ECEC programmes and policies, and 
in participating in activities involving their child. This report stresses that parents should be central 
partners in all decision-making concerning their child, and that ECEC settings need to rethink how 
they interact with parents, especially fathers. Pre-school programmes such as Reggio Emilia in Italy, 
in which parents are rightful participants in the dual task of caring for and educating their child, 
demonstrate just how effective this type of practice can be.

Integrated and Holistic Approach 

ECEC services have the potential to act as a strong support network for parents. This report argues 
that ECEC services across the EU have not been innovative enough. Early years centres and settings 
should not only be spaces in which children are educated and cared for; they can also open up 
possibilities for a whole host of different projects. To give just a few examples, early years centres 
may wish to combine formal or informal learning with child and maternal health, breastfeeding 
support, counselling services and family planning. Where the early years centre is viewed as a 
collective space, bringing together individuals from all sectors of the community, it is better placed to 
support families, strengthen social cohesion and community solidarity, and promote gender equality.

A similar approach should be taken by Member States in their handling and organisation of early 
years policy. In all but a few cases, countries have tended to adopt a two-tiered approach to ECEC, 
which separates welfare ('child care') and pre-primary education. This has resulted in a lack of focus 
on the cognitive development of children between the ages of 0 and 3, and too little attention on the 
health and psychosocial development of children aged 3 and above. It has also exacerbated 
inequalities, inconsistencies, and resulted in a lack of coherence for families.

Where cooperation between different sectors and agencies does take place, the absence of a common 
understanding or a common language can mean that much potential good work is stifled.
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Just as early years centres need to be more innovative by addressing a range of issues pertinent to 
young children, so too must Member States bring together multiple agencies when developing early 
years policies and programmes. Examples include health, migration, gender equality, and 
employment. Integrated services, located primarily in education, will help to fulfil the education, 
health and other needs of children across the 0-6 age range. Existing services and sectors also need to 
develop a shared vision and a common set of vocabulary.

Economic benefits

The European Commission Network on Childcare advised in 1996 that European countries should 
invest at least 1% GDP in ECEC; yet according to an OECD survey made in 2004, only five 
countries out of the twenty reviewed had achieved this investment level1. This is surprising, given 
that research has shown that investing in ECEC brings greater returns than investment at any other 
stage.

In the context of an unstable economic climate and a period of aggressive austerity, early years 
education is easily neglected. Yet this report highlights that early years services are not a luxury 
which can be cut with impunity. Indeed the decision to not invest has costs which may not be 
recognisable straight away, such as lower potential future economic gains, and these can be an added 
burden on the financial stability of Member States. Investment in early years has been proven to 
reduce later costs, for instance by strengthening the future workforce governments avoid potential 
losses to taxes. It can also reduce future health costs, crime rates and rates of antisocial behaviour.

Staff and Quality of Services

To distinguish between good and poor practice across the EU, a universal definition of 'quality' is 
required. Yet no straightforward and widely-accepted definition exists. Ideas about what quality 
means vary from country to country. The reason for this is that they are bound up with individual 
Member States' cultural values, as well as with their conceptions and definitions of 'childhood'. This 
report seeks to provide a clearer understanding of what 'quality' should actually mean to EU 
members.

It argues that having qualified and well-trained staff working with young children has the most 
notable impact on quality. A poorly educated and badly paid early years workforce is simply not 
sustainable. Despite having already noted that the first three years of a child's life are extremely 
important for brain development, and for establishing attitudes and patterns of thinking, we observe 
that across the EU, ECEC carers are frequently unaware of the critical importance of the first few 
years of a child's life. Since early years carers in most Member States are not required to undertake 
professional training or gain specific qualifications in order to work with young children, many of 
them lack the interactive skills and overall proficiency necessary to ensure that the children in their 
care develop adequate cognitive skills.

Another problem identified by this report is that of the gendering of care work. Women, rather than 
men, tend to seek jobs in ECEC. This reinforces the idea that childcare is first and foremost women's 
work, which in turn has implications for gender equality. Children need to have dual role models in 

1 Starting Strong II, Early education and care, OECD 2006.
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their lives, particularly in the case of single-parent families where the father rather than the mother is 
more likely to be absent. The problem is that very few EU countries have established targets for 
recruiting men into the profession, or sought to alter the perceived notion that, firstly, ECEC is 
'women's work' and, secondly, that there is something inherently 'wrong' with a man who wants to 
work with young children. Examples of good practice can be found in Denmark, where there is 
currently an enrolment rate for men of around 25% on early years training courses, and the UK, 
where for a number of years local education authorities have been running special programmes to 
attract men to work in childcare.

It is vital to develop policies to recruit and retain a varied and mixed-gendered workforce, and ensure 
that those who opt for a career in an early years setting find it fulfilling, well-respected and 
financially rewarding.

Research and exchange of best practices

At present there is no clear-cut empirical data on young children which can help to inform the 
development and implementation of EU-wide ECEC policies. Some research does exist. However, 
this is largely dominated by English-speaking countries, namely the USA, and as a result it is often 
very narrow in scope, and tends to be based on understandings of childhood which are not relevant to 
many non-English speaking countries.

Since there is such a broad range of ECEC services in existence across the EU, it can often be 
difficult to draw clear comparisons between them. Yet a cross-country comparative approach can be 
very useful in allowing Member States to learn from each other. It has been valuable, for example, in 
questioning the belief held by many parents and professionals in the English-speaking world that 
'proper' learning must take place in a classroom environment, in contrast the Nordic model which 
recognises the importance of the outdoor world for children's learning and development.

More extensive research would allow the EU to revise and update the targets on ECEC that have 
already been established.


