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Executive Summary

· In evaluating the project, research has focused, at the request of Quality Learning Services (QLS), on producing quantitative evidence. Group interviews were held with staff in one of the participating schools to give further insight into issues involved in participation. 
Raising standards of childcare

· The majority of participants feel that they are now more competent in their work. They also feel they have greater knowledge and understanding of their work. This was strongly supported by replies received from senior management. 

· Within the establishments involved successful completion of the course by participants will represent a significant increase in the number of qualified staff employed as childcare workers.

· NVQ participants had a variety of childcare qualifications prior to participating in the scheme, ranging from no qualifications to City and Guilds Learning Support and in one instance, Nursery Nurse Examination Board (NNEB). Successful completion by participants of the NVQ course will mean that a number of childcare workers in the establishments involved are qualified to the same nationally recognised standard.

· Achievement at NVQ level 3 confers compliance to national standards in childcare and education settings. All participants gaining this qualification are therefore working to national standards.

· Whilst the majority of senior staff are keen to encourage their childcare workers to undergo further training, they are reluctant to enforce this in view of the potentially low financial returns on what they regard as a considerable investment on the part of their staff.

Employment opportunities

· Both NVQ participants and senior staff placed a high level of importance on qualifications in childcare. 
· The scheme provides a valuable training opportunity for childcare workers, one that is widely acknowledged as lacking. However it is unlikely that this alone will make childcare a more attractive career prospect unless other aspects beyond the scope of this project, such as financial recognition, are also improved. 
· It is not possible to measure the impact of the project upon indirect employment opportunities. However other research suggests that there are potentially two ways in which the project could impact upon this area. Firstly, by increasing competence of childcare workers the project clearly impacts upon the quality of childcare available. Higher quality childcare should, ultimately, inspire more confidence in service users. Secondly, it has been suggested that increasing the availability of training opportunities leading to recognised qualification is a means of increasing the number of childcare providers.
· To maximise the impact of the project on childcare provision a wider range of childcare providers need to be targeted.
Inclusion of ethnic communities

· Participants from ethnic communities involved in the project did not feel they faced any additional barriers. All the group felt they were valued and supported within the school, as were all learning support staff. The barriers to involvement would appear, then, to lie in attracting members of the ethnic community into childcare itself. The main problem lies in targeting potential childcare workers outside schools. Further research would be needed to establish what the barriers to initial involvement are.

· The project has not as yet established links with existing ethnic community groups or other initiatives targeting under represented groups. Such links could be a means of gaining further information relating to perceptions of barriers to involvement and ways in which these could be overcome.   

· There would appear to be a clear need for more Asian childcare workers, particularly as childminders and nursery staff. The lack of same culture childcare provision places an additional worry on Asian working mothers.

Problems encountered 

· A number of participants (four) felt the level of support from the tutor was inadequate. Of these two felt that support from their mentor was also insufficient. A further participant felt that the level of support was adequate, but that this came from her supervisor only.

· A small number of participants felt that they were not fully aware of how much work would be involved prior to beginning the course. One member of the senior staff involved supported this view.

Recommendations

· To maximise the impact of the project on childcare, a wider variety of childcare providers should be targeted. It is recommended that links are developed with existing outside organisations and agencies to facilitate this e.g. National Childminding Association.

· To ensure adequate levels of support from mentors and trainers to all participants

· To continue to encourage training of on-site assessors to provide support for future cohorts of candidates.

· To target members of ethnic communities currently not involved in childcare in an attempt to increase the number of Asian childcare workers in the area. Again links to existing organisations could be developed to facilitate this process e.g. Social Service providers of childminding information sessions, Burton Ethnic Minority Support Project.

· At the request of QLS this report has focused on providing quantitative data. Incorporating a qualitative aspect to enrich this data would enhance further research. This is particularly significant in relation to determining what additional barriers to involvement exist for members of ethnic communities.

1. Introduction

This evaluation report of the ‘Promoting excellence in childcare and education provision’ scheme was prepared by the Institute for Access Studies, Staffordshire University. An interim evaluation report was presented in December 2000, which outlined baseline data related to the scheme. 
1.1 Background

The ‘Developing excellence in childcare and education provision in Burton’ project forms part of a Social Regeneration Budget funded scheme operating in Staffordshire. The strategic objective of the project is ‘to make an impact upon opportunities for direct employment and self employment in Burton in the area of childcare and education provision through a significant increase in the number of adults training and qualified in this area and upon indirect employment for (principally) women to enter employment confident in the health, safety, security, care and development of their children’ (Burton Community Partnership, 1999). The Burton area has been identified by the local authority childcare audit as significantly under-represented in terms of qualified childcare provision. The data presented in the interim report supports this view. 

The project, led by Quality Learning Services (the inspection and support unit of Staffordshire Local Education Authority) has provided training for a number of adults working in childcare settings within the Burton area. The scheme identified and then involved individuals working in schools, maintained and non-maintained nurseries and playgroups, and childminders. Information sessions have been provided locally for all those expressing an interest in taking part in the scheme. Subsequently 40 candidates have participated in National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ) in Early Years Care and Education (Levels 2 and 3) or Playwork (Level 2). The first cohort of 36 candidates is currently nearing completion. Quality Learning Services (QLS) have been the principal trainer involved in promoting ‘Developing Excellence in Childcare and Education in Burton’, providing a programme which has allowed candidates to study in cluster groups within their own working environment. 

1.2 Evaluation Strategy

The project has six key objectives, which are to:

1. Promote higher levels of individual competence in childcare and education.

2. Raise standards in childcare and education settings.

3. Achieve compliance with national standards in childcare/education settings.

4. Create direct employment opportunities for adults in childcare and education settings.

5. Create indirect employment access for (principally) women to enter employment confidant in the health, safety, security, care and development of their children.

6. Ensure that the project is fully inclusive of the ethnic minority community(ies) in Burton.

The evaluation strategy evolved around the key objectives and considers the extent to which the project has achieved these aims.

2. Research Methods

The research methods have been designed to investigate the impact of the project in relation to the key objectives. 

2.1 Document analysis

In order to establish baseline data, copies of Ofsted reports were initially examined. However, the reports provided little relevant data. Alternative documentation was then examined. Information drawn from this source was presented in the interim report which provided baseline data on the demand for childcare and the training and qualification level of childcare workers. 

2.2 Group/individual interviews

One of the key objectives of the project is to ensure that it is fully inclusive of local ethnic communities. Group interviews were held with participants in one of the schools involved in the project. Participants within this school were thought to be representative of the ethnic community from which the school draws its pupils. In order to investigate issues surrounding involvement in the scheme, participants were asked to discuss their experience. Further interviews were held with on-site assessors in the school. Issues relating to childcare within the Asian community were also discussed in order to establish patterns of childcare and level of demand/provision within the area. Local government staff involved in childcare were also contacted in relation to these issues.

2.3 Questionnaires with participants and managers/proprietors of institutions

This section of the research was designed to investigate the impact of the scheme on direct and indirect employment opportunities and levels of individual competence. At present 3 private day nurseries, 5 schools and 2 playgroups are involved in the scheme. There are currently 36 candidates undertaking NVQ qualifications, of which 10 work in private day nurseries/crèches, 22 in schools, 2 in playgroups and 2 are childminders. 

Questionnaires were distributed to all participants in the scheme (hereafter referred to as NVQ participants), together with all managers/ proprietors and head teachers of institutions involved (hereafter referred to as senior staff). Follow up requests were also made to NVQ and senior staff asking them to complete and return questionnaires. The questionnaire to NVQ participants was designed to investigate a number of issues: their level of qualification (both in terms of childcare and general education) held prior to undertaking NVQ training, their reasons for taking part in the scheme, perceived benefits of the scheme to themselves, their employer and the children in their care and problems/disadvantages of taking part in the scheme. A number of open questions were also included in relation to the same issues, providing an opportunity for further individual comments. Of the 36 questionnaires sent out to NVQ participants, 11 replies were received: 1 childminder, 4 day nursery/crèche workers and 6 learning support staff employed in schools.

Questionnaires were also distributed to the managers or proprietors of day nurseries and crèches, and head teachers of the schools involved in the scheme. The questionnaires were designed to ascertain the number of qualified and unqualified childcare workers within the establishment, the level of qualification, the importance placed on qualifications by senior staff and the perceived benefits and problems associated with involvement in the scheme. Again a number of open questions were included to allow further comment. Questionnaires were sent out to all 5 schools and 3 day nurseries involved in the scheme. Of these 3 replies were received.  Initial requests were followed up be telephone requests in which senior staff were asked to complete the questionnaire verbally. This resulted in a final total of 7 responses: 4 schools and 3 nurseries.  

3. Evaluation Results

The current government has stated that high quality childcare is a core aim of the ‘National Childcare Strategy’ (DfEE, 1999). The report stresses the importance of employing high quality staff and providing a framework of nationally accredited qualifications for workers to develop and gain recognition of their skills. Similarly, as part of the government’s stated commitment to enabling all community members access to employment, it has sought to increase the number of childcare places available. The increased availability of high quality childcare potentially frees parents (particularly women) to take up employment opportunities. It is widely acknowledged that the availability of childcare is a key factor in participation of women not only in further education but also in employment (see for example, Crossan et al., 2000, Bryson et al., 1999). 

In relation to school age children, it is evident that there are increasing numbers of learning support assistants (LSAs) working within schools. In 1998 research conducted by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) found that 90% of primary schools had between 1 and 7 LSAs, the average number being 4.  Not only do LSAs support teachers, they extend the learning of children and provide extra support for children with special educational needs. Despite the growing numbers of support staff, and the increasing importance placed on their role it is widely acknowledged that they lack an adequate career structure and opportunities for continued professional development (see for example NFER, 1998). Indeed the research carried out by the NFER (1998) found that the need for more training opportunities was the most frequently made suggestion in relation to the question ‘how schools can make better use of classroom assistants’. Furthermore the majority of support staff expressed a desire to take part in further training.

As detailed in the interim evaluation report, the original project proposal stated that the Burton area had been identified as underrepresented in terms of childcare provision and as having low qualification levels in childcare workers. Burton also has the largest ethnic community in the area, which is predominately Pakistani (Staffordshire County Council, 2000). Many schools in the area have a high number of pupils with English as a second language. For example, one of the schools involved in the project has 76% of pupils with English as a second language and is one of only 5% of schools in the UK with such a high percentage. The ward is also the poorest in East Staffordshire with 30% unemployment amongst the Asian community (Ofsted Inspection Report, 1997). The key project objectives, therefore, have focused on the issues of raising the standard of childcare available in the area, potentially creating direct and indirect employment opportunities and ensuring that the project draws in members of the ethnic communities in Burton. Evaluation results are discussed in relation to these main areas: raising standards of childcare, employment opportunities and inclusion of the ethnic communities. Finally issues relating to the experience of participating in the scheme are discussed.

3.1 Raising standards of childcare

As detailed in the interim evaluation report, qualification levels for childcare workers in East Staffordshire are held to be relatively low (for full details see Slack, 2000). For example the childcare audit carried out in Staffordshire in 1998 stated that private settings reported difficulties in recruiting mature, qualified staff. It was also felt that the largest unqualified group was that of classroom assistants (Staffordshire County Council, 1998). Previous research has established that participants report enhanced self-esteem and skills following completion of NVQs (Stephenson, 1999). Similarly Jackson and Jordan (1999) found that there were significant benefits to the organisation in terms of certification, learning and personal growth. Previous research conducted by the Institute for Access Studies for QLS has also indicated that both participants and managerial/senior staff feel knowledge and skills are enhanced through completion of a similar NVQ project (Thomas & Slack, 1999). 

In order to investigate these issues further, staff and managers of institutions involved in the project were asked to give details of current qualification levels. Of the NVQ participants who returned completed questionnaires, 4 were qualified to GCSE level, 2 to A level and 1 to RSA III level. 1 participant had no qualifications, the remaining 3 participants did not answer the question (see Chart 1). 
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Chart 1. Highest level general educational qualification of NVQ participants

In relation to childcare qualifications, 1 participant had an NNEB qualification, 4 City and Guilds Learning Support, CSE or PLA and PPA foundation level qualifications. A further 3 participants had no childcare qualifications. Again 3 participants failed to answer this question (see Chart 2). 
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Chart 2. Highest existing childcare qualifications of NVQ participants

Because of the relatively small number of establishments involved in the project at present, the number of responses was correspondingly low. However information taken from these responses does give an insight into the situation in individual schools and day nurseries.  Indications drawn from these responses therefore, suggest that in respect of these establishments the qualification levels for childcare workers will be improved significantly by participation in the scheme (see Table 1)
. Legally, nurseries are required to have 50% of staff qualified to NNEB or NVQ level 3. Staff completing the course successfully and thereby obtaining NVQ level 3 are automatically complying with national standards. Indeed this was given as the reason for staff taking part in one crèche.

Type of establishment
Number of childcare workers
Number qualified to NVQ Level 3/NNEB
Number currently involved in the scheme
Staff undertaking training as NVQ assessors

School
10
4
4
Intending to do so in the future

School
10
7
4
1 - already trained

School
24
9
8
Already trained

School
12
8
2
1 

Day nursery
16
11
6
Possibly in future

Day Nursery
14
7
2
Possibly in future

Crèche
15
6
5 (This includes one childcare worker already NNEB qualified)
Staff currently training

Table 1. Qualification Levels of Childcare Workers

All senior staff in both nurseries and schools felt that the competence of NVQ participants had increased. Assessors working in one of the schools also felt that participants had improved in terms of competence and confidence. Typical comments made by senior staff were that NVQ participants were  ‘much more aware now of what they are doing and they should be doing etc.’ and that they ‘now see the value of a number of things, policies, planning, health and safety’.  Similarly, responses from senior staff indicated that NVQ participants’ self-confidence had increased. In addition, all the senior school staff and 2 out of 3 nursery managers felt that participants showed increased confidence in dealing with children and other staff members. All the senior staff strongly agreed with the statement that the course validated the work support staff were already carrying out within the school. Two of the three nursery providers felt that parents were unaware of the change in qualification levels of staff and therefore they could not agree with the statement that ‘parents show increased confidence in our service’.

Similar evidence was obtained from the group discussion with participants in one of the schools. Although the group had a variety of qualifications, only two had qualifications in childcare, none of which were equivalent to NVQ standard. In completing the NVQ course all the group felt that their work had improved. They were much more aware of policy and how to work with children and had also learned new techniques of working with them.

These findings were supported by participant responses obtained from the survey. The majority of participants (9 out of 11) felt that they were able to put into practice at work what they had learned from the course. Similarly 8 out of 11 felt they had greater confidence in their ability. All the participants who responded felt that they had greater knowledge and understanding of their work, and 9 respondents felt that they were now more competent. (See Charts 3 and 4). Additional comments made by course participants reinforced this. The following comments were typical; ‘(I have) gained in confidence and knowledge’ (3 participants), ‘Improved skills in working with children in early years’, ‘It has made me aware of things I wouldn’t normally have considered’ (2 participants) and given ‘insight into new ideas in childcare’.
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Chart 3. NVQ participants’ responses relating to increased knowledge and understanding of their work
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Chart 4. NVQ participants’ responses relating to increased competence

NVQ participants were also asked to list what they saw as the benefits of taking part in the programme to their employers and the children in their care. In relation to their employer, participants felt that they were now employees who were ‘better equipped to do their job’ and had ‘a lot more knowledge and understanding’. Similarly in relation to the children in their care, one participant felt that she now had ‘a better understanding of what THEY need and how to give it’. Other participants felt that they were ‘more capable, confidant and a resourceful role model’ and offered a ‘higher standard of support and care’ and that children were now involved in a ‘wider range of activities’.

Senior staff were also asked if any members of their staff were undertaking training as assessors. This was felt to be an important part of the scheme as there is an almost universal preference by candidates for internal assessors who know what the job entails (Stephenson et al., 1999). Furthermore candidates expressed a preference for assessors who were currently in the job as this provided opportunities to talk about the experience and achievements which stimulated motivation (Stephenson et al., 1999). On site assessors, therefore, not only provide additional support but also act to establish a training framework. Importantly, almost all the senior staff who responded indicated that they would encourage staff to undergo training in future, with the proviso in most instances that the staff would want to become involved themselves. One establishment felt that ‘maybe’ they would do so, possibly because some staff were initially reluctant to become involved and therefore took time to get into ‘study mode’. Previous research with NVQ participants has suggested that enforced participation alters candidates perceptions of benefits accrued and they are consequently less likely to view the experience positively (Thomas & Slack, 1999). Similarly some senior staff are reluctant to enforce participation in view of the potentially poor financial return on what they regard as a considerable investment of time by participants. Many NVQ participants did find the course took up more of their time than they had envisaged. Others listed the time involved and the disruption to their family life as the main disadvantages of taking part. Whilst this would be true of any involvement in training and studying, it is possible that the perceived gains for some potential candidates will not outweigh the perceived disadvantages of taking part, particularly in view of the low pay and status traditionally associated with this type of work.

3.1.1. Summary

· The majority of participants feel that they are now more competent in their work. They also feel they have greater knowledge and understanding of their work. This was strongly supported by replies received from senior management.

· Within the establishments involved successful completion of the course by participants will represent a significant increase in the number of qualified staff employed as childcare workers.

· NVQ participants had a variety of childcare qualifications prior to participating in the scheme, ranging from no qualifications to City and Guilds Learning Support and in one instance, NNEB level. Successful completion by participants of the NVQ course will mean that a number of childcare workers in the establishments involved are qualified to the same nationally recognised stand.

· Achievement at NVQ level 3 confers compliance to national standards in childcare and education settings. All participants gaining this qualification are therefore working to national standards.

· Whilst the majority of senior staff are keen to encourage their childcare workers to undergo further training, they are reluctant to enforce this in view of the potentially low financial returns on what they regard as a considerable investment on the part of their staff.

3.2 Employment opportunities

The project aims to impact on employment both directly and indirectly: directly through an increase in the number of adults trained and qualified in childcare and indirectly by enabling parents, particularly mothers to enter employment confident that their children are receiving high quality care.

(i) Direct employment

As outlined in the previous section, completion of the course by candidates will represent a significant increase in the number of qualified staff presently working in the establishments involved in the project. All the senior staff from the private sector indicted that they had difficulties obtaining both qualified and unqualified staff. In contrast 3 of the 4 schools felt that they had no difficulty recruiting unqualified staff, but did experience difficulty finding qualified staff. The fourth school felt they had no problems in recruiting either. However responses to the statement ‘I will only employ qualified staff’ were more variable (see Chart 5).
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Chart 5. Senior staff responses relating to employment of qualified childcare staff

Whilst all managerial staff strongly agreed with the statement ‘I believe staff training in childcare is important’ only three agreed with the statement ‘I will only employ qualified childcare staff’. This was in all instances followed by comments indicating that the characteristics of the person involved were more important in choosing staff initially. For example ‘ I only take on staff I am confident with’ and ‘I will only take on unqualified staff if I know them’. In one school a senior member of staff said that she had mid-day supervisors currently working in the school who she wanted to undergo training to enable them then to come into the school as support staff. The importance of having a training framework is clearly indicated by these comments, as many providers take on staff they feel are ‘right’ and then encourage them to undertake training.  

Linked to this issue is the attractiveness of childcare as a career prospect. Traditionally this type of work is accorded low status and pay, often lacks an adequate career structure and opportunities for professional development. The importance of qualifications in relation to childcare employment was rated highly by the participants themselves. 8 of the NVQ participants agreed with the statement ‘Having a recognised qualification route makes childcare a more attractive career prospect’. Similarly 8 participants agreed or strongly agreed with the statement ‘Having an NVQ will improve my job prospects’. It is interesting to note that one of the few negative responses to these statements came from a participant who already held an NNEB qualification and felt that she had been expected to take part by management.

A number of participants also made additional comments such as having a qualification raised the status of the job in that it was ‘more of a profession than just a helper’. However only 4 NVQ participants agreed with the statement ‘I feel that colleagues respect me more’. Others felt that the qualification gave them more job security. For example one participant, currently working as a childminder, felt that ‘If I finish childminding I will have a qualification to get a job in a school or nursery’. Another participant felt that ‘in future years (I) may need the qualification to keep my job’ and a third that taking the course had ‘opening up my range of experience and knowledge’ in terms of a career. 

As this and previous research illustrate (Thomas & Slack, 1999, NFER 1998) many childcare workers express high levels of commitment to the children in their care and actively want to take part in further training. The following comments given as reasons for enrolling on the project were typical; ‘I wanted to be qualified to do the job I’m already doing’ and  ‘to gain a recognised qualification’. This was confirmed by participants in the group discussion. All of the group saw their job as a career and felt it was important to have a qualification ‘pathway’. Having an NVQ would improve their job prospects if they were to look for a new job.  They all felt that they would have taken part in the course anyway, regardless of any pay award because it improved their job prospects, ‘It’s better to be qualified and you need qualifications now’.

(ii) Indirect employment

The project was intended to impact upon indirect employment opportunities by enabling parents, in particular women, to enter employment confident in the care of their children. As outlined earlier, research findings do indicate that the level of competence of childcare staff is perceived to have improved following participation in the project. Similarly the number of qualified staff within establishments will be increased if all candidates complete the course satisfactorily. Recent research (Callender, 2000) has found that the one of the obstacles to providing high quality care, according to providers, was a lack of suitable, qualified experienced staff, which was mentioned by 3 out of 5 school childcare providers. Providers also identified the cost of training and low wage levels as further obstacles. The NVQ project in providing training to childcare staff (and thereby increasing the number of qualified, experienced staff) clearly has the potential to impact upon the quality of childcare provision. However at present the scheme focuses on learning support assistants within schools and childcare workers in day nurseries/crèches. Currently only two childminders are involved in the project. To maximise the impact of the project both this group and alternative care providers would have to be targeted. Recent research indicates that playgroups and pre-schools are the most common form of provision for younger children (early threes) (Blake et al., 2001). Overall the most common form of childcare found in the research was that provided by other relatives, followed by childminders. Realistically, then, to impact on indirect employment, the project would need to encompass a wider range of childcare providers than those currently involved. This point has been raised with the providers who acknowledged that this aspect of the project was not fully utilised due to time constraints and staff changes. Future plans, for example, could develop links with the National Childminding Association to target childminders and possibly make use of current qualifications which provide knowledge underpinning NVQ level 3 in Early Years Care and Education.

Recent research has also indicated a further area in which the project could potentially impact on employment opportunities. Callender (2000), in looking at barriers to childcare provision, found that the lack of availability of services was in itself constraining the demand for childcare. Findings implied that an increase in local supply leads to an increase in demand. As detailed in the interim evaluation report, the Burton area appears to have a shortage of childcare, particularly for younger children. Callender suggests that unfilled nursery places may be a poor proxy for supply of places, consequently waiting lists may be an inaccurate indicator of unmet demand. Furthermore, the research found that 78% of playgroups, 65% of day nurseries and 58% of other providers thought that greater availability of training leading to recognised qualifications was a means of increasing the number of providers. 

3.2.1 Summary

· Both NVQ participants and senior staff placed a high level of importance on qualifications in childcare. 
· The scheme provides a valuable training opportunity for childcare workers, which is widely acknowledged as lacking. However it is unlikely that this alone will make childcare a more attractive career prospect unless other aspects beyond the scope of this project, such as financial recognition, are also improved. 
· It is not possible to measure the impact of the project upon indirect employment opportunities. However other research suggests that there are potentially two ways in which the project could impact upon this area. Firstly, by increasing competence of childcare workers the project clearly impacts upon the quality of childcare available. Higher quality childcare should, ultimately, inspire more confidence in service users. Secondly, it has been suggested that increasing the availability of training opportunities leading to recognised qualification is a means of increasing the number of childcare providers.
· To maximise the impact of the project on childcare provision a wider range childcare providers need to be targeted.
3.3 Inclusion of ethnic communities

One of the key objectives of the project was to ensure that it was fully inclusive of the ethnic communities in Burton. As part of the evaluation a number of key figures involved in childcare were contacted in an attempt to gain an insight into patterns of childcare in the local ethnic community. This was also discussed with a number of participants from one of the schools involved in the project. Information collected suggests that patterns of childcare are very similar within ethnic communities, in that family care is preferred. Many ethnic families are reluctant to use outside care because of the cultural implications: would their children be looked after according to their own cultural norms? For example one participant said that although she would have preferred to use family care, this was not possible. Childcare had been provided by a friend, who she could trust to look after her children in the same way as she would herself. A second participant had tried to find a childminder of the same culture, but the only one available was located too far away. Although nurseries were available, many employed only one Asian childcare worker or none at all. Both women expressed a strong preference for same culture childcare.  This was confirmed by an organiser of childminding information sessions for Asian women. In her experience, although patterns of childcare are similar (i.e. the majority prefer to use family carers) many parents are more reluctant to use outside care because of the worry of cultural differences in the way their children would be cared for. Participants involved in the group discussion felt that more Asian women worked now than in the past and that a demand existed for childcare providers of the same culture. There was a definite need therefore, to attract more Asians into childcare. 

Anecdotal evidence suggested that there were very few Asian childminders within the area. This is particularly significant as research suggests the majority of parents use childminders situated within a mile of their home (Blake et al., 2001). Working Asian women are therefore, faced with an additional worry over the care of their children; because of the lack of availability of same culture childcare many are forced to use other options increasing concerns about the appropriateness of that care. 

Participants working within schools felt that there were no specific barriers facing Asian women taking part in the project. Once working within the school participants felt that they had not faced any particular problems specific to their culture, in fact they shared the same problems as most women working, studying and looking after a family. It is, however, much more difficult to attract workers from outside the school. Childminding information sessions specifically for the Asian community have been held locally since 1992. These sessions are publicised in community centres etc., and videos and leaflets are all produced in Urdu. The organiser of these sessions had details of only 3 Asian childminders within the local area and expressed the opinion that Asian women faced additional cultural and language restraints in becoming involved in childcare provision, and these barriers take time to overcome. Consequently it takes time for them to establish and develop links with community groups within the area.  

Local childcare audits have also stressed the importance of building on existing links such as the Burton Caribbean Association and the Burton Ethnic Minority Support Project (Staffordshire County Council, 1999).  Again as discussed earlier, in order to improve childcare within the area, all types of childcare have to be targeted. Developing links with established groups could facilitate this process. Similarly information could be drawn from a number of other initiatives operating throughout the country which target under-represented groups such as men and ethnic communities (see for example the DfEE website examples of good practice). 

3.3.2 Summary

· Participants from ethnic communities involved in the project felt they did not face any additional barriers. All the group felt they were valued and supported within the school, as were all learning support staff. The barriers to involvement would appear, then, to lie in attracting members of the ethnic community into childcare itself. The main problem lies in targeting potential childcare workers outside schools. Further research would be needed to establish what the barriers to initial involvement are.

· The project has not as yet established links with existing ethnic community groups or other initiatives targeting under represented groups. Such links could be a means of gaining an insight into perceptions of barriers to involvement and ways in which these could be overcome.   

· There would appear to be a clear need for more Asian childcare workers in the area, particularly as childminders and nursery staff. The lack of same culture childcare provision places an additional worry on Asian working mothers.

3.4 Problems encountered

Many of the problems encountered by participants are common to any form of engagement in studying whilst working. For example, participants in the group discussion felt that it was difficult combining the course and looking after their own children. In fact one said her child had commented when told that she was taking another course ‘Oh no, you’re going to be stressed again!’. 

A number of other comments were made during the course of the evaluation that related more specifically to the project. Some participants felt that clearer information should be available prior to the course on what age groups participants would have to work with to complete units, and how many hours work would be required with these groups. Similarly other participants felt that some units were more difficult as they did not have access to the area covered e.g. childminders and policy, special needs work, personal welfare assistants and the section on working with parents. A number of participants felt that was ‘a lot of writing involved’ and that there was much more work than they were led to believe initially. This was supported to some extent by senior staff involved. For example, one nursery manager felt that there were staff members who could ‘sail through it verbally, but couldn’t put it on paper’. 

Some senior staff involved in the project also commented that they had experienced difficulty in providing cover for staff involved in the training. For example one head teacher had to provide supply cover for an assessor involved in the scheme. Similarly a nursery manager felt that the number of staff who could take part at the same time was limited by the need to provide adequate cover for the rest of the nursery.

Whilst most NVQ participants felt that the level of support given was the ‘right amount’, four participants felt that it was inadequate. For example one participant felt that the support from her mentor was good but that the tutor had not provided enough support. Two other participants felt that the level of support overall had been ‘absolutely diabolical’. Most of the help they had received had come from staff they worked with and their mentor had only provided ‘snatched time’ for them. Similarly the tutor had provided ‘minimal input’. ‘Lack of mentor support make the course less enjoyable because of time struggling’ was the final comment from one of these participants. Another participant felt that although she had received the right amount of support, this had come from her supervisor. It should be noted, however, that this information is drawn from survey responses, and participants’ own terminology has been used to describe other individuals involved in the scheme.
3.4.1 Summary

· A number of participants (four) felt the level of support from their tutor was inadequate. Of these two felt that support from their mentor was also insufficient. A further participant felt that the level of support was adequate, but that this came from her supervisor only.

· A small number of participants felt that they were not fully aware of how much work would be involved prior to beginning the course. This view was supported by one member of the senior staff involved.

4. Conclusions

Overall the majority of participants felt that their ability to carry out their work has been enhanced by taking part in the NVQ course. This was indicated in both questionnaire responses and comments made by participants directly. Comments drawn from senior staff questionnaires strongly supported this view. Evidence collected during the evaluation suggests therefore, that the project does promote higher levels of individual competence and raises standards of childcare in those establishments involved. Similarly it contributes to compliance with national standards in childcare/education settings by increasing the number of qualified staff working to the recommended level of expertise. However additional impact could be achieved by incorporating a wider range of childcare providers.   

The project appears to be fully inclusive of members of ethnic communities working within school settings in that participants clearly felt they faced no additional barriers to involvement. The difficulty would appear to be in reaching target groups outside settings such as schools and nurseries i.e. existing childminders and attracting new childminders from underrepresented groups such as the Asian community. This aspect of the project could be enhanced by establishing and developing links with existing organisations such as the National Childminding Association, the Burton Caribbean Association and the Burton Ethnic Minority Support Project. 

It is widely acknowledge that many childcare workers lack an adequate career structure and opportunities for professional development. The project has provided a valuable training opportunity for those childcare workers involved, with the possibility of further ongoing training as assessors. This not only provides a progression route, but also on-site training and support for future cohorts of candidates. Potentially this will act to make childcare a more attractive prospect for future employees, and give accreditation and recognition of the importance and value of the role they play. Whilst it has not been possible to provide quantitative information relating to direct and indirect employment opportunities provided by the project, the research has indicated that in the longer term, potential exists to impact on both of these aspects in terms of improving the quality of childcare and providing training opportunities.

5. Recommendations

· To maximise the impact of the project on childcare, a wider variety of childcare providers should be targeted. It is recommended that links are developed with existing outside organisations and agencies to facilitate this e.g. National Child Minding Association

· To ensure adequate levels of support from mentors and trainers to all participants

· To continue to encourage training of on-site assessors to provide support for future cohorts of candidates

· To target members of the ethnic communities currently not involved in childcare in an attempt to increase the number of Asian childcare workers in the area. Again links to existing organisations could be developed to facilitate this process e.g. Social Service providers of childminding information sessions, Burton Ethnic Minority Support Project.

· At the request of QLS this report has focused on providing quantitative data. Incorporating a qualitative aspect to enrich this data would enhance further research. This is particularly significant in relation to determining what additional barriers to involvement exist for members of ethnic communities.
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� It should be noted that, with one exception, managers/senior staff did not feel that childcare workers already holding NNEB qualifications needed to now take NVQ level 3. In theory, therefore childcare staff should not have been included in the figures used for both columns 3 and 4. In one establishment, however, one NVQ participant said that that they were expected to take part by management even though they already had an NNEB.
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