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NEW PAPER HIGHLIGHTS ROLE OF EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND EDUCATION IN IMPROVING CHILD WELLBEING AND BREAKING THE POVERTY CYCLE
High quality early childhood care and education (ECCE) leads to better outcomes for all children, but particularly benefits those who are most disadvantaged, according to a paper published today (25.06.08) by Combat Poverty. The paper by Dr Noirin Hayes, Head of the School of Social Sciences and Law at DIT, draws on national and international research to highlight the role of ECCE, not just in breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty and improving long-term prospects for children, but also in delivering immediate improvements in their lives. 
Arguing for a coordinated and integrated policy approach to early years’ services, Dr Hayes warns that the policy distinction that currently exists in Ireland between childcare and early education could undermine their effectiveness, particularly for poorer children and their families: 

“As it stands, the policy objectives shaping early years’ services mean that there is an emphasis on either education or childcare rather than a combination of the two. Programmes to promote early childhood education tend to be focused on poor children at risk of educational failure.  Meanwhile, childcare is very much a product of the labour market, and low income families who wish to access care spend a disproportionate amount of their income on such services. This differentiates children at an early age according to the economic status of their parents, and can perpetuate rather than eliminate child poverty”. 
Dr Hayes suggests that if every child was given the opportunity to benefit from combined early childhood care and education, the quality and standards of such services would significantly improve. “A universal policy approach would have the benefit of minimising social exclusion of poorer children and their families by recognising the value of quality ‘early years’ experiences’ for every child”,  she said. 
Addressing Combat Poverty’s national conference ‘Overcoming Barriers to Education’ in Dublin, today, the Agency’s Acting Director, Kevin O’Kelly said, “there has been extensive investment in early childhood services over the last decade but in spite of this, Ireland’s child poverty levels remain stubbornly high, with poor education attainment persisting among children from low income families. This greatly affects a child’s chances of breaking from the poverty cycle in their adult life.  
“Properly designed, well resourced early childhood care and education services can improve children’s well-being, both directly and indirectly through their effect on parents and the home environment.  However, their effectiveness is determined by the context in which they are delivered. Removing children from poverty therefore requires an integrated strategy that also gives attention to the needs and rights of children and broader policies that support families and children.   
“The establishment of the Office for the Minister for Children in 2006 demonstrates a strong commitment to greater coordination of policies for children. It is now timely to stimulate fresh thinking on how the delivery and structure of early years services can help to produce more tangible results in eliminating educational disadvantage, as well as ensuring that all children- regardless of income status – benefit from high quality early childhood experiences”, Mr O’Kelly concluded.   

Today’s conference on education disadvantage was organised by Combat Poverty with a view to progressing the debate and policy developments on education as a measure to break the cycle of intergenerational poverty.  Research
 previously commissioned by Combat Poverty has shown that individuals whose parents had no educational qualifications had 23-times the risk of having no formal qualifications compared with those whose parents had some qualification levels.

The Conference keynote address was delivered by Professor Hugh Mehan from the University of California, who is a leading expert on educational inequalities.  The Minister for State at the Department of Education and Science, Sean Haughey, TD, formally opened the event.  
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Notes to editor:

Combat Poverty is a State agency which develops and promotes evidence-based proposals and policy measures to tackle poverty in Ireland. 

The Role of Early Childhood Care and Education from an Anti-Poverty Perspective by Dr Noirin Hayes will be available to download or order from the Combat Poverty website at www.combatpovertypublications.ie  from 25 June 2008.  
� Day In Day Out: The Dynamics of Child Poverty, Nolan B, Maitre, B, Layte R and Whelan, T., Combat Poverty Agency, Dublin 2006. 





