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Education & Skills Committee evidence session – early 
learning and childcare 
 
Save the Children welcomes the opportunity to give our views on the Provision of Early Learning and Childcare 
(Specified Children) (Scotland) Amendment Order 2019. Our submission supports the proposed changes to the 
2014 Order and focuses on the need for future scrutiny of the eligibility criteria and improving uptake of the offer. 
We hope this submission supports the Committee’s consideration of the proposed legislative changes.  
 
We have also produced a briefing, Thriving at Two and Beyond, which explores improving the uptake and quality 
of the two-year-old entitlement.1 We encourage Committee members to use this as a basis to raise key issues 
with the Minister during the evidence session.   
 
Introduction 
 
A child’s early years set the foundation for lifelong learning and development. Evidence shows that alongside 
support at home, all children, and particularly those living in poverty, can benefit from attending high quality 
early learning and childcare (ELC) to help them grow, develop and learn.2 Yet, we know that children from the 
most deprived areas are still more than twice as likely to have a developmental concern reported during their 27 
– 30 month health review, compared to their better-off peers.3 This is set against high and rising levels of child 
poverty, with a third of families in Scotland where the youngest child is one or under already living in poverty.4 As 
a result, the poverty-related attainment gap starts very early and long before children begin school.  
 
Save the Children has long recognised the potentially transformative impact of early learning and childcare for 
families in poverty. We campaigned for children from low income households to be entitled to funded childcare 
from age two. We were delighted when our campaign calls were heard by the Scottish Parliament and the 
entitlement was introduced in 2015. However, exactly four years on, only a third of eligible families have taken up 
this place. We are concerned that many young children living in poverty are therefore missing out on the 
significant benefits that early learning and childcare can provide.  
 
We welcome recognition from Scottish Government on the need to support improved uptake and the efforts 
being made by local authorities and partners to achieve this. We believe further action could be taken to enable 
two-year-olds living in poverty to access the offer and ensure Scottish Government meets its ambition to nearly 
double the uptake.5 The Committee should take this opportunity to ask the Minister what progress is being made 
to improve utpake, what steps have been taken and when does the Minister think this goal will be achieved.  
 
Our key comments  
 

                                                           
1 Save the Children (2019), Thriving at Two and Beyond 
2 B. Taggart et al., (2015), Effective pre-school, primary and secondary education project: How pre-school 
influences children and young people’s attainment and developmental outcomes over time.  
3 ISD Scotland (2019), 27 – 30 month review statistics  
4 Scottish Government (2018), Every child, every chance - Annex 2 
5 Maree Todd (2018), Ministerial statement on early learning and childcare 

https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/gb/reports/education/eligibletwoyearolds.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/455670/RB455_Effective_pre-school_primary_and_secondary_education_project.pdf.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/455670/RB455_Effective_pre-school_primary_and_secondary_education_project.pdf.pdf
https://www.isdscotland.org/Health-Topics/Child-Health/Publications/index.asp
file:///C:/Users/FdeMunnich/Downloads/00533643.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11498
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• Save the Children supports the proposed changes to the Provision of Early Learning and Childcare 
(Specified Children) Order 2014, as we believe early access to ELC can benefit children living in poverty 
and that current eligibility should be protected.   

• We agree with the level of the raised income threshold to future-proof against further policy changes 
until 2021, particularly at UK Government level. 

• The Committee should return to this issue in future to ensure the threshold level remains appropriate and 
to provide scrutiny of the broad eligibility criteria for the entitlement.  

• Scottish Government must ensure this change in eligibility is accompanied by communication and 
engagement activities to boost awareness and uptake of the offer.   

 
Proposed changes to the Provision of Early Learning and Childcare (Specified Children) Order 2014 
 
We warmly welcome Scottish Government bringing this instrument forward to ensure that certain low-income 
families continue to qualify for access to funded early learning and childcare.6 As government sets out, the 
amendment will protect eligibility for two-year-old children who qualify for funded early learning and childcare 
due to their parents’ receipt of maximum Child Tax Credit and maximum Working Tax Credit.  
 
The proposed amendment will ensure low-income families will not lose access to the entitlement. We know that 
high quality early learning and childcare can provide enriching and stimulating experiences for children and has 
the potential to enhance their early development, particularly for those from a low-income background. Raising 
the income threshold will ensure these families do not miss out on the offer and that every child will be able to 
access the additional benefits that childcare provides.  
 
We also agree with the proposed level of the raised income threshold, as laid out by the instrument. The National 
Living Wage is expected to rise over the next three years, so the proposal guards against families losing eligibility 
due to increases in earnings through policy changes outwith Scottish Government’s control. It is also reassuring 
that the proposed level aligns with the Universal Credit threshold; as more families transition across to the new 
benefit, this will ensure stability and continued access to the entitlement.  
 
Future scrutiny of the eligibility criteria 
 
The proposed level of the raised income threshold should protect eligibility whilst households are moved from 
the legacy benefits onto Universal Credit. However, we are aware that the managed migration has been delayed. 
We therefore urge the Committee to return to this issue in a few years given the protracted roll out of Universal 
Credit. This will ensure the revised threshold is still fit for purpose and reflects further increases in the National 
Living Wage, avoiding unintended consequences for low-income families who might lose eligibility.   
 
The policy note details Scottish Government plans to consider eligibility criteria for the two-year-old entitlement 
as a whole in the future. Again, we recommend that the Committee returns to the issue at this point to scrutinise 
these proposals to ensure children from disadvantaged backgrounds, including those experiencing poverty, who 
would benefit the most from the two-year-old ELC offer have access.  
 
Improving uptake of the two-year-old entitlement  
 

                                                           
6 Scottish Government (2019), Provision of Early Learning and Childcare (Specified Children) (Scotland) 
Amendment Order 2019 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/sdsi/2019/9780111042571
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/sdsi/2019/9780111042571
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While this instrument aims to ensure that eligible families are able to continue to access funded ELC for their two 
year olds, it remains a concern that only a third of eligible two-year-olds are currently accessing their funded 
place. Scottish Government should use this amendment to eligibility, along with the early learning and childcare 
expansion, to drive communications about the offer. Studies have shown that a fifth of all parents are not using 
the entitlement because of a lack of awareness of the offer.7 We also know that even where families have heard 
about the offer, they are not clear about the eligibility criteria. The proposed amendment to the 2014 Order 
should therefore be used as an opportunity to develop and disseminate clear and accessible communications 
about the entitlement and eligibility criteria, along with discussing the benefits of early learning and childcare for 
both children and parents. As part of the funding agreement with COSLA in 2018, the Minister promised a near-
doubling of uptake among eligible two-year-olds (to 64% or almost two thirds of eligible children).8 Clear 
communication about the offer will be crucial in ensuring this ambition is met.9  
 
 
 

 
 
Further information 
 
Please contact: Francesca de Munnich, Policy, Advocacy and Campaigns Officer  
 
 

                                                           
7 Scottish Government (2017), Drivers and barriers to uptake of early learning and childcare among two year olds 
8 Maree Todd (2018), Ministerial statement on early learning and childcare 
9 Save the Children (2019), Thriving at Two and Beyond  

https://beta.gov.scot/publications/drivers-barriers-uptake-early-learning-childcare-amongst-2-year-olds/pages/2/
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11498
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/gb/reports/education/eligibletwoyearolds.pdf

