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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  

TOWARDS HIGH QUALITY ECEC FOR EVERY CHILD IN EUROPE 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) – the phase before primary education – is increasingly 
acknowledged as providing the foundations for lifelong learning and development. The European Pillar 
of Social Rights declares that 'children have the right to affordable early childhood education and care 
of good quality' (1). In order to establish a shared understanding of what this means, the Council 
adopted a Recommendation on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems in May 
2019 (2).  

This report, the second edition of Key Data on Early Childhood Education and Care in Europe, 
supports policy development by providing an up-to-date analysis of the ECEC systems in 38 European 
countries. This international comparative work is structured around the five quality dimensions 
emphasised in the Recommendation: governance, access, staff, educational guidelines as well as 
evaluation and monitoring. The findings reveal that there is still some way to go before the policies 
necessary to ensure quality in these key dimensions are firmly embedded in all European ECEC 
systems. Universal access, high quality and integration of ECEC services have not yet been achieved 
in many European countries. 

In Europe, most children start primary education around age 6. Currently, 31 million children under this 
age live in the European Union and are potential users of ECEC. However, not all of them are able to 
access this provision. On average, 34 % or approximately 5 million children under age 3 attend ECEC. 
Only seven EU Member States (Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Latvia, Slovenia, Finland and Sweden) 
as well as Norway guarantee a place in publicly funded provision for each child from an early age (6 to 
18 months). Accessibility is considerably better for older children. Almost half of European countries 
guarantee a place in ECEC from age 3, with a growing number of countries making attendance 
compulsory during the last year(s) of ECEC. Consequently, the Education and Training (ET 2020) 
benchmark (3) whereby at least 95 % of children should participate in early childhood education as of 
age 4 has now been reached.  

Good quality ECEC for children under age 3 is not yet available in many European countries. Clear 
educational content for all children, delivered by highly qualified staff and supported by consistent 
policies is mostly found in the Nordic, Baltic and Balkan regions. These countries provide integrated 
ECEC services for all children under primary school age. Nevertheless, some of them still struggle to 
guarantee access for every child and have low participation rates.  

The types of ECEC services and their quality differs according to children's age in most parts of 
Europe. Children in most Central and Southern European countries encounter changes as they move 
from childcare-type settings to education-focused pre-primary schools around age 3. However, the 
traditional division between the childcare and pre-primary education phase is blurring with many 
countries introducing educational guidelines or curricula for younger children.  

This executive summary highlights some of the main findings of the report. It starts with the key policy 
measure to ensure access – the place guarantee – and then goes on to discuss affordability. The 
extent of the regulations on home-based provision (offered by childminders) across Europe is also 
                                                      
(1)  Interinstitutional Proclamation on the European Pillar of Social Rights (OJ C428, 13.12.2017, p. 10-15). Signed by the 

European Parliament, the Council and the Commission on 17 November 2017 in Gothenburg, Sweden. 
(2) Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (OJ C 189, 

5.6.2019, p. 4-14). 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2019.189.01.0004.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2019:189:TOC  

(3) Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training 
(ET 2020), OJ C 119, 28.5.2009, p. 2-10. 
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briefly described. This section presents a new summary indicator on the degree of policy integration in 
Europe based on four characteristics: the structural organisation of ECEC, governance, staff 
qualification requirements and educational content. Attention is drawn to the different ways in which 
countries ensure ECEC quality as well as to the measures that enable a smooth transition to primary 
education. 

ACCESS  

Place guarantee: two ways of ensuring the right to ECEC 

Currently, in Europe, there are two approaches to ensuring universal access to ECEC. Some 
countries provide a legal entitlement to an ECEC place, while others make ECEC attendance 
compulsory. Each approach requires public authorities to commit to guaranteeing a place in ECEC. 
However, there are some fundamental differences. A legal entitlement means a child has a right to 
ECEC, but when it is compulsory, a child has a legal obligation to attend. The nature of the place 
guarantee therefore differs. Under the legal entitlement, public authorities have to guarantee a place 
for any child in the age-range covered whose parents request it. In contrast, in countries where ECEC 
is compulsory, public authorities must guarantee a sufficient number of places for all children in the 
age range covered by the legal obligation.  

In Europe, there are significant differences in the age at which children have a guaranteed place in 
ECEC (see Figures 1 and B1). Only seven EU Member States (Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Latvia, 
Slovenia, Finland and Sweden) as well as Norway guarantee a place in ECEC for each child from an 
early age (6-18 months), often immediately after the end of childcare leave (see Figure B3). A place in 
publicly subsidised ECEC is guaranteed from the age of 3 or a little earlier in the three Communities of 
Belgium, as well as in Czechia, Spain, France, Luxembourg, Hungary, Poland and the United 
Kingdom (England, Wales and Scotland). Around a quarter of European education systems provide 
guaranteed places from age 4, 5 or 6 for the last 1-2 years of ECEC. Often, this provision is explicitly 
directed at preparation for primary education and is compulsory.  

Figure 1: Place guarantee in ECEC, 2018/19 

Early age  Age 3  Last year of ECEC  

   
 

 

No guarantee 
 

Guaranteed 
 

Compulsory ECEC 

Source: Eurydice.  

Explanatory note 

For more information and country-specific notes, see Figure B3. 
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Most European countries guarantee between 20 and 29 ECEC hours a week (see Figure B2). Weekly 
opening hours are often aligned with that of primary schools and reflect the educational focus of the 
provision. Opening hours that cover parents' full-time working week are available only in a handful of 
countries (Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Slovenia and Norway).  

A quarter of European education systems have no legal framework to ensure a place in ECEC. 
However, some of them still have high ECEC participation rates, usually from the age at which ECEC 
provision becomes part of the education system. For example, this is the case from age 3 in Malta and 
the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland), and from age 4 in the Netherlands. In Iceland, ECEC is widely 
available from age 2. Demand is nevertheless considered to be higher than supply during the last year 
before the start of primary education in the French Community of Belgium, Italy, Romania, Slovakia, 
Montenegro and Turkey (see Figure B7).  

Many European countries have recently been extending the right to ECEC. During the last five years, 
five countries (Czechia, Croatia, Lithuania, Finland and Sweden) have introduced compulsory ECEC 
for one year prior to starting primary education. The period of compulsory attendance has been 
extended from one to two years in Greece and one to three years in Hungary. Moreover, a legal 
entitlement to ECEC has been introduced or extended in Czechia, Poland and Portugal. 

Affordability: increasingly ECEC is offered free of charge to families of pre-school children 

In Europe, most families have to pay fees for ECEC for the youngest group of children. The availability 
of ECEC free of charge increases noticeably at age 3 and this trend continues with each year of age, 
becoming almost universal across Europe during the last year before compulsory primary education 
starts (see Figure B4).  

In order to ensure access, the provision of ECEC free of charge has to be accompanied by a place 
guarantee. Without the supporting legal framework that enforces the right to ECEC, this provision may 
be limited and waiting lists may be long with complex priority rules. However, currently only one 
European country – Latvia – guarantees a free public ECEC place for every child from as early as 
1-and-a-half. In the remaining countries, most parents have to pay for ECEC in the earliest years. 
Average monthly fees (see Figure B5) are the highest in Ireland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom 
and Switzerland. For example, in Ireland, average monthly fees reach EUR 771. These countries rely 
on market-driven mechanisms to supply ECEC to children under age 3, although some subsidies for 
the most disadvantaged may be available. 

Most countries have put in place policies to offer priority admission and fee reductions to vulnerable 
children and families (see Figure B6). Children living in poverty are the most commonly targeted 
group. Family income is a widespread criterion, often used in combination with family composition. As 
a separate criterion – although largely correlated with poverty – the children of single parents often 
benefit from targeted measures. 

Home-based provision offers flexibility in childcare services in some countries 

Alongside centre-based ECEC, home-based ECEC is offered in most European countries. Typically, 
childminders provide care at their home for children under age 3 or even younger. They usually look 
after four to five children of this age (see Figure C9).  

However, childminders form a significant part of ECEC services in only a few European countries (see 
Figure A3). France is the only European country where more young children are with childminders 
than in centre-based provision (crèches). In eight countries (Belgium, Denmark, Germany, the 
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In countries that have separate age-dependent settings, the dual authority model largely prevails. The 
responsibility for ECEC is thus divided between two different ministries (or top-level authorities). The 
ministry for education or another top-level education authority is responsible for the pre-primary 
education of children aged 3 and over, while the 'childcare-type' provision for children under age 3 falls 
under the remit of another ministry or authority, usually that dealing with children or family affairs. 
Countries with both unitary and separate settings (mixed) tend to follow the single authority model with 
integrated governance. 

There are a few exceptions: Ireland, Luxembourg, Malta and Romania have separate settings for the 
different age groups, but the governance of the entire ECEC phase falls under a single authority. In 
Luxembourg and Malta, the responsibility for services for younger children was recently transferred to 
the Ministry of Education in order to ensure greater policy coherence (in 2012 and 2017 respectively). 
Italy is also in the process of bringing ECEC under responsibility of the Ministry of Education, although 
the regions are still the main regulators of provision for under-3s. 

In most of the countries with integrated governance, it is the education authorities that are in control. 
Denmark, Germany and Ireland are the only countries where other authorities responsible for 
children's services or family affairs have control of the entire ECEC phase.  

Highly qualified staff for the whole ECEC phase 

ECEC staff support children's development, ensure their health and well-being and guide them in their 
daily routines and activities. The kinds of experiences children have largely depends on the people 
who are in charge. Highly qualified staff – trained at the Bachelor's level or higher – are more likely to 
use appropriate pedagogical approaches, create stimulating learning environments as well as provide 
good care and support. A high minimum entry requirement for ECEC staff is also important for raising 
the status and pay of the professionals who play such a key role.  

Figure 4: Staff with a minimum of a Bachelor's level qualification (ISCED 6), 2018/19  

 

 
 

  

 For the entire ECEC phase 

 Only for children aged 3 and over 

 
No such requirement  
for children of either age group 

  

  

 
Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

The Figure shows whether at least one staff member per group of children in centre-based ECEC must have a 
Bachelor's level (ISCED 6) qualification or higher related to ECEC (or education) according to top-level regulations. For 
more information and country-specific notes, see Figure C1. 
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Only a quarter of the education systems make CPD mandatory for core practitioners working with 
younger children, specifying its minimum duration over a defined period of time (see Figure 5). A few 
more, but still less than half of the education systems, require CPD for core practitioners working with 
older children. Mandatory CPD usually means that support is offered to staff to participate in these 
activities, for example, CPD is provided during working time and the costs of courses or travel are 
reimbursed. This is not always the case in education systems where CPD is only a professional duty 
or is optional.  

For assistants, mandatory CPD is very rare. Luxembourg, Slovenia and the United Kingdom 
(Scotland) are the only European education systems where all assistants must undertake CPD. 
Luxembourg has ECEC assistants only for one year (éducation précoce). In Slovenia and the United 
Kingdom (Scotland), assistants must spend the same amount of time on CPD as core practitioners. In 
France, only assistants working with older children are required to upgrade their knowledge and skills.  

In half of the education systems that employ assistants, this type of staff are not required to have an 
initial qualification related to their profession. Moreover, assistants rarely have any obligation to 
undertake CPD activities. Therefore, a considerable proportion of staff engaged in daily activities with 
children are without any formal training related to ECEC.  

Educational guidelines: increasingly covering the entire ECEC phase  

It is becoming increasingly accepted that early years' provision is the foundation for learning 
throughout life. Consequently, the top-level authorities in all European countries have issued official 
guidelines to ensure that settings have an intentional educational component. The content of these 
guidelines vary but they generally include developmental or learning goals and age-appropriate 
activities, sometimes in the form of a standard curriculum. They are intended to help settings improve 
the quality of care and learning and ensure that high standards are found across all ECEC services. 
However, in around a third of all European countries (10) educational guidelines apply only to settings 
for children aged 3 and over (see Figure 6). In these countries, the split between 'childcare-type' 
provision and 'pre-primary education' remains.  

Whether or not top-level educational guidelines exist is largely determined by the type of governing 
authority in control (see Figure A4). In almost all countries where a single authority is in charge of the 
whole ECEC phase, educational objectives or content are set for the whole age range (see 
Figure D1) (11). In contrast, where dual authorities exist, educational guidelines tend to be lacking for 
settings with children under age 3. Where they do exist, they are set down in separate documents for 
younger and older children and issued by different authorities (12). In such cases, it is crucial to ensure 
that a coordinated approach is used across the two phases of ECEC. 

Increasingly, ECEC systems with dual authorities are introducing learning components in ECEC from 
the earliest age. Since the first edition of this report (2012/13), educational guidelines have been 
introduced for ECEC settings with younger children in Belgium (Flemish Community), France, 
Luxembourg and Liechtenstein. In addition, Italy and Portugal are planning to introduce such 
guidelines in the near future.  

                                                      
(10) Belgium (German-speaking Community), Bulgaria, Czechia, Greece, Italy, Cyprus, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, 

Slovakia, the United Kingdom (Wales and Northern Ireland), Albania and Switzerland. 
(11) Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Spain, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Austria, Romania, Slovenia, 

Finland, Sweden, the United Kingdom (England and Scotland), Bosnia-Herzegovina, Iceland, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, Norway and Serbia.  

(12) Belgium (French and Flemish Communities), France, Hungary, Liechtenstein and Turkey. 
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Figure 6: Top-level educational guidelines, 2018/19  

 

 
 

  

 For the entire ECEC phase 

 Only for children aged 3 and over 

  

  

  

 
Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

For more information and country-specific notes, see Figure D1a. 

 

Educational guidelines, where they exist, establish a set of areas for children's learning and 
development that should be the focus of daily activities in centre-based provision. The learning areas 
highlighted in (almost) all countries which apply to the entire phase of ECEC are: emotional, personal 
and social development; physical development; artistic skills; language and communication skills; 
understanding of the world; cooperation skills; and health education. Other learning areas are less 
frequently mentioned and are more often targeted at older children. This is the case for instance with 
early foreign language learning and digital education (see Figure D3 and its annex).  

Most of the countries that have top-level educational guidelines provide recommendations on 
pedagogical approaches and assessment methods. The pedagogical approaches recommended 
make substantial room for learning through play, and the key role of adults in encouraging children's 
thinking during play is often underlined. Finding the right balance between adult-initiated and child-
initiated activities is stressed in most countries, while involving parents in children's learning is 
emphasised a little less often. All countries that provide guidelines on assessment refer to child 
observation, and in a majority, keeping written records of the results of observations is clearly 
mentioned. When they specify more detail on the form the observations should take, countries tend to 
favour continuous observation rather than regular short observations. Portfolios and self-assessment 
are less frequently recommended in the educational guidelines.  

Degree of system and policy integration in ECEC across Europe 

European countries can be placed on a continuum from integrated to split systems according to four 
criteria linked to the quality dimensions previously discussed: settings (unitary or separate), authorities 
(single or dual), highly qualified staff throughout the entire ECEC phase (minimum ISCED level 6) and 
education guidelines applying to all settings. Figure 7 shows the degree of system and policy 
coherence from integrated (dark green) to split (red). 

Integrated (dark green): coordinated and consistent policies throughout the entire ECEC phase. This 
is the case in Croatia, Lithuania, Slovenia, Finland, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Iceland, Montenegro and 
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provisions for the external evaluation of settings for children under age 3 or they evaluate only the 
structural quality. In the seven remaining countries with unitary settings (Germany, Lithuania and the 
Nordic countries), the arrangements for the evaluation of ECEC make it difficult to categorise them in 
one of the two categories. The top-level regulations place the duty on ECEC providers to evaluate the 
quality of their provision. These providers (local authorities/municipalities, NGOs or other private 
bodies) have a great deal of freedom in the approaches used. 

Differences in the scope of external evaluation in ECEC settings are, in turn, often related to the type 
of body responsible for the external evaluation of settings (see Figure E2). When an educational 
inspectorate or another ministerial department responsible for educational evaluation at higher levels 
of education (such as primary education) carries out the external evaluation of ECEC settings, 
attention is usually paid to how well the setting supports the learning process (process quality). 
However, when the external evaluation of settings is assured by public bodies dealing with family, 
social affairs or youth, which are not responsible for evaluating schools at higher levels of education, it 
is more often focused on compliance with norms and standards (structural quality).  

The evaluation of centre-based ECEC settings allows for the child's perspective to be taken into 
account. Gathering the views of children on their daily activities or on their interactions with peers and 
practitioners is an effective way to ensure that the interests of the child are at the centre of the 
evaluation and improvement process. The Council Recommendation on High Quality Early Childhood 
Education and Care Systems (14) stresses the importance of giving children the opportunity to 
contribute to the evaluation process. Currently, participatory evaluation procedures that allow children 
to be heard only apply in 12 countries across Europe (see Figure E4). However, only a few education 
systems have established that the views of both younger and older children must be considered 
during this process (15). 

Figure 8: Main focus of the external evaluation of centre-based ECEC settings for children under the 
age of 3, 2018/19  

 

 
 

 Both structural and process quality 

 Only structural quality 

 No external evaluation of settings 

 ECEC provider responsibility 

 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

For more information and country-specific notes, see Figure E1a. 

 

                                                      
(14) OJ C 189, 5.6.2019, p. 4-14. 
(15) Denmark, Spain (two Autonomous Communities: Cataluña and Comunidad Valenciana), Finland, Sweden, the United 

Kingdom (Scotland), Iceland and Norway.  
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ECEC and primary school staff to facilitate the transition also include passing on information on a 
child's achievements, becoming familiar with each other's environment, coordinating CPD activities or 
cooperating in the curriculum development for both education levels. Last but not least, meetings with 
parents are recommended to familiarise them with the new environment and provide information on 
how the school works.  

The measures and initiatives implemented by ECEC settings are not always enough to ensure a 
smooth transition to primary education. The primary school therefore has an essential role in 
supporting this process. Some experts and policy-makers have been advocating a paradigm shift from 
making children ready for school to making schools ready for children (OECD, 2017). However, a 
number of European countries have policies based on the idea that a child is required to have attained 
a certain level of emotional, social, cognitive and physical development in order to be ready to start 
primary education. Readiness for school is an admission criteria for primary education in a third of 
education systems (16), mostly in central Europe and the Balkans (see Figure D6). In these education 
systems, either ECEC or primary school staff may be responsible for deciding whether a child is 
mature enough to cope with the next step. A decision is often made on the basis of an assessment 
and/or observation of the child's development, with specialists sometimes being consulted. In the 
remaining countries, the concept of school readiness is less or not at all important since reaching the 
official age is the only condition for admission to primary education.  

 

 

* 

 

European education systems are all looking for effective ways to increase access, affordability and the 
quality of ECEC provision. This Key Data on Early Childhood Education and Care report highlights 
some of the advances already made in countries and the direction of travel in others. It offers detailed 
supporting evidence and a wealth of examples of policies from all over Europe in key dimensions of 
ECEC – on governance, access, staff, educational guidelines as well as evaluation and monitoring. It 
therefore provides a solid foundation for future policy-making and research.  

                                                      
(16)  Belgium (Flemish and German-speaking Communities), Germany, Estonia, Croatia, Hungary, Netherlands, Luxembourg, 

Austria, Slovakia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Liechtenstein, Montenegro and Serbia. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is becoming an essential part of European education 
policy. The mid-term stocktaking of the strategic framework for European cooperation in education and 
training (ET 2020) concluded that 'today's need for flexibility and permeability between learning 
experiences requires policy coherence from early childhood education and schools through to higher 
education, vocational education and training and adult learning' (1). Since the early years are the most 
formative in a person's life, ECEC lays the foundation for successful lifelong learning.  

EU leaders have recently established ECEC as one of the core social rights of European citizens. One 
of the 20 key principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights states that 'children have the right to 
affordable early childhood education and care of good quality' (2). Moreover, it emphasises that 
'children from disadvantaged backgrounds have the right to specific measures to enhance equal 
opportunities'. The call to move towards a European Education Area by 2025, however, recognised 
that there are deficiencies with respect to access, quality and affordability of ECEC (3).  

The Council Recommendation on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care, adopted in 
May 2019 (4), highlights the possible actions Member States could pursue when working towards 
these goals. It endorses the EU Quality Framework for ECEC, which was put forward as a proposal by 
experts from various European countries in 2014 (5). This recommendation consolidates the concept 
of quality ECEC around five essential dimensions: access; workforce; curriculum; monitoring and 
evaluation; and governance and funding.  

This new edition of Key Data on Early Childhood Education and Care in Europe (Key Data on ECEC) 
aims to feed into these processes by providing an overview of the current policies on ECEC in Europe. 
It is explicitly structured around the five dimensions of the EU Quality Framework for ECEC. While this 
report largely builds on the 2014 edition (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014), it 
offers some new insights into the inter-relatedness of certain core indicators, and includes an 
additional chapter on quality assurance. Providing clear international comparisons and a wealth of 
country examples, the report aims to serve as an inspiration for policy development. Comprehensive 
country-level data on various ECEC system characteristics are also intended to support academic 
research in the field, thus expanding our knowledge of the services provided for young children and 
their families in Europe.  

 

                                                      
(1) COM/2015/0408 final. 
(2) Interinstitutional Proclamation on the European Pillar of Social Rights (2017/C 428/09). It was signed by the European 

Parliament, the Council and the Commission on 17 November 2017 in Gothenburg, Sweden. 
(3) COM/2017/0673 final. 
(4) Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (OJ C 189, 

5.6.2019, p. 4-14). 
(5) Developed by the Thematic Working Group on Early Childhood Education and Care under the auspices of the European 

Commission. 
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Chapter 1: Governance  

The chapter on governance describes the main structural elements of the ECEC systems in Europe: 
the organisation of centre-based settings, the prevalence of home-based and private self-financing 
provision, and the division of responsibilities for governance at the top level. The analysis shows that 
unitary settings exist in only a third of European countries. The more common approach is to provide 
separate settings for younger and older children (typically for those under or over 3 years old), but 
measures to facilitate children's transition between these settings are not common. 

As well as centre-based settings, this chapter also examines home-based provision, showing that it is 
available in three quarters of European education systems and, in a few countries, forms a significant 
part of the total provision for younger children. The prevalence of private self-financing provision is 
also discussed. 

Chapter 2: Access  

Availability, affordability and inclusiveness are the central themes of the first section of this chapter. 
The section starts by describing the key measure: the place guarantee – the age at which a place in 
ECEC is guaranteed for all children. A childcare gap indicator shows that families in the majority of 
European countries face a lengthy period without adequately paid childcare leave and no place 
guarantee in ECEC. The targeted measures available to the most vulnerable children during this 
period and the criteria for offering priority admission or fee reductions are also explained.  

The availability of ECEC free of charge as well as the level of fees for children under 3 years of age 
are analysed. A summary indicator shows the demand for and supply of ECEC places at three points: 
at an early age, around age 3 and during the last year of ECEC. 

The second section on participation is based on Eurostat data. It explains how the European 
benchmark on ECEC participation for children aged 4 and over has already been achieved. However, 
it also shows that the participation rates for children under 3 are still below 33 % in half of the EU 
countries. The average number of hours that children under- and over-3 spend in ECEC are also 
presented.  

Chapter 3: Staff  

The first section focuses on the way core practitioners and assistants – the staff in daily direct contact 
with children – are trained for their work. It provides information on qualification requirements, support 
on entry to the profession, and obligations regarding continuing professional development. The 
analysis highlights a division between staff categories and staff working with different age groups: in 
contrast to core practitioners, assistants are usually hired without qualifications and they are not 
obliged to obtain any while in post. In order to provide a full picture of the different levels and types of 
staff, the section also addresses ECEC leaders as well as childminders in regulated home-based 
provision.  

The second section provides some insight into the numbers of children staff have to manage: 
child/staff ratios and regulations on group sizes, as well as the maximum number of children under 
age 3 a childminder can take care of in regulated home-based provision. 

Chapter 4: Educational guidelines  

The term 'educational guidelines' is used to include all the various steering documents, particularly 
curriculum documents, that may differ in status, detail and function, but still stress the educational 
aspects of ECEC. The chapter addresses the guidelines issued by top-level authorities, examining first 
the general framework before focussing on specific guidelines in two areas: the transition to primary 
school and support measures for children and parents. 
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The first section describes the nature and scope of the educational guidelines for centre-based and 
regulated home-based provision. It shows that educational guidelines have not yet been issued in all 
systems for settings for children under age 3. The section indicates where guidelines are binding and 
where settings are expected to develop their own curriculum. The areas of learning and development 
referred to in the educational guidelines are highlighted alongside the pedagogical approaches to be 
adopted.  

The second section addresses the transition from ECEC to primary education. Age is the decisive 
factor for admission to primary school, although the opinion of parents is often taken into account. The 
structural features that facilitate transition are examined, starting with the alignment of the aims, 
principles and curricula for ECEC with those of primary education. Physical grouping in terms of 
bringing children in to primary school for the latter stages of ECEC is also discussed. Finally, a variety 
of measures taken at the setting level to facilitate children's transition to primary education are 
presented. 

The last section on support measures shows where top-level regulations exist to improve children's 
language development. Due to increasing multilingualism in Europe, a distinction is made between the 
measures for those children that speak the language of instruction at home and those that use another 
home language. The support offered to parents is also addressed – examples of practices across 
Europe are given, including parenting programmes, home-learning guidance and home visits.  

Chapter 5: Evaluation and Monitoring 

A new chapter in this edition of Key Data on ECEC explores the essential elements of quality 
assurance in centre-based ECEC provision. Looking through the prism of governance, it provides a 
typology of the approaches to external and internal evaluation of ECEC settings. It highlights that in a 
number of countries the external evaluation of ECEC settings focuses on checking compliance with 
regulations and not on the quality of teaching and learning. The chapter presents the ways in which 
parents and children are involved in evaluation and monitoring processes and shows that children are 
rarely consulted. Finally, it analyses the methods used to monitor performance and generate further 
improvements either in care and education practice in settings or in the ECEC system as a whole.  

PART I I:  NATIONAL SYSTEM INFORMATION SHEETS 

National system information sheets at the end of the report provide a concise overview of the key 
features of each country's ECEC system. These national sheets include a visual representation of the 
principal elements of the ECEC structure in the form of a diagram, a description of the main types of 
ECEC provision, participation rates, the scope of the educational guidelines as well as a summary of 
current reforms.  

AGE CATEGORIES 

Many European countries structure ECEC services according to the age of the children. Usually, the 
transition from the first phase to the second takes place when children are around 3 years old. In order 
to reflect the different regulations, a distinction between provision for children 'under 3 years' and for 
those aged '3 years and over' is often made. However, it is important to keep in mind that in some 
countries the transition can be as early as 2-and-a-half years or as late as 4 years of age (7). National 
System Information Sheets at the end of the report identify which centre-based settings are 

                                                      
(7)  The transition happens at age 2-and-a-half in Belgium (French and Flemish Communities) and at age 4 in Greece, the 

Netherlands, Switzerland and Liechtenstein. 
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considered to cater for those age groups in each country. The terms settings for 'younger' children and 
settings for 'older' children are used as a substitute in some cases. 

Some indicators highlight a situation at particular age or some distinct time points. 'Early age', 'around 
age 3' and 'during the last year of ECEC' categories are used in the 'Access' chapter, while 'Staff' in 
some cases presents the regulations that apply to children aged 2 and 4 years. 

The category 'early age' refers to the age of children at the end of their parents' childcare leave (see 
Figure B3). The 'last year of ECEC' refers to 5-year-olds in most education systems, but to 6-year-olds 
in eight countries (8) and 4-year-olds in Malta and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Scotland). 
The 'last year of ECEC' coincides with the category 'age 3' in the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland) 
and shows identical data. 

SOURCES 

The main sources of information are the Eurydice National Units, which have provided information on 
ECEC policy and practice. A few indicators are based on Eurostat data.  

Information on policies and measures issued by top-level education authorities has been gathered by 
the Eurydice Network using questionnaires prepared by the Education and Youth Policy Analysis Unit 
in the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) of the European Commission 
jointly with National Units in the Network. Official documents (regulations, recommendations, national 
strategies, action plans, etc.) that have been issued and/or are recognised by top-level authorities 
have been the prime sources of information for answering these questionnaires.  

The reference year for all policy information is the 2018/19 school year.  

The preparation and drafting of the report was coordinated by EACEA Education and Youth Policy 
Analysis Unit. It was checked by all the Eurydice National Units. All contributors are acknowledged at 
the end of the report. 

MORE EURYDICE INFORMATION ON ECEC 

This 2019 Edition of Key Data on ECEC builds upon several Eurydice publications on ECEC. It is an 
update and upgrade of the 2014 edition of Key Data on ECEC (European Commission/EACEA/ 
Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014). The messages and interconnections between the topics were refined in line 
with the Eurydice Brief on the 2014 edition (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2014).  

Yearly data on six key elements of ECEC systems dating back to the 2014/15 school year is available 
through the Eurydice project on Structural Indicators for Monitoring Education and Training Systems in 
Europe. 

More detailed information by country is available on Eurydice website, in the descriptions of national 
information systems: https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/national-description_en 

                                                      
(8)  Bulgaria, Estonia, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Finland and Sweden. 
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G O V E R N A N C E  

 

Good governance and coherent policies are essential if high quality Early Childhood Education and 
Care (ECEC) is to be made available to every child. As ECEC provision involves many stakeholders, it 
is crucial that policy makers create a regulatory framework that encourages an integrated approach 
and a high standard of service in settings across the sector.  

The way ECEC is organised is also key. It may be centre-based provision offered in a single setting 
catering for all children, in separate settings for different age groups, or in regulated home-based 
provision. The benefits of integrated systems have been highlighted by the European Commission. In 
one of its recent Staff Working Documents it has stated that  

'fully integrated systems seem to offer more coherence across early childhood education and care policy […] as well as more 
resources allocated to younger children and their families. Unitary systems – by providing a more coherent framework for governance 
and funding across the early childhood education and care sector – lead to better quality and more equitable service provision and 
result in greater financial efficiency' (1).  

This chapter on governance starts with an analysis of demographic data for the 0-5 year old 
population covered by ECEC provision. It goes on to describe the way centre-based ECEC is 
delivered – either in a unitary setting or in two separate age-dependent settings. Information is also 
provided on the relative importance of regulated home-based provision for children under the age of 3, 
where such provision exists. The way ECEC is governed is subsequently analysed – showing whether 
the same authority is in charge of all types of provision or only certain types, and whether the 
governing authority is responsible for education or for other policy fields.  

In countries where centre-based ECEC is delivered – fully or partly – in separate age-dependent 
settings, children usually move on to the next setting at around age 3. This chapter indicates where 
top-level recommendations exist to facilitate this structural transition from a childcare- to an education-
type setting. It also analyses the possible involvement of parents' representatives in the governance of 
settings. Finally, the chapter provides information on the relative importance of the private self-
financing sector of ECEC centre-based provision. 

MORE THAN 30 MILLION CHILDREN IN THE EU  
ARE IN THE ECEC AGE RANGE 

In this report, ECEC refers to provision for children from birth through to primary education. In most 
European countries, compulsory primary education starts at the age of 6 (2). On 1 January 2017, 
31 million children were under 6 years old in the European Union. ECEC provision typically targets this 
age range, which represents 6.1 % of the EU-28 population.  

As shown in Figure A1, the number of children aged 0-5 varies quite a lot between countries. In 
Turkey, almost 8 million children fall into this category. In each of Germany, France and the United 
Kingdom, around 4.5 million children are within this age range. At the other end of the spectrum, there 
are fewer than 100 000 children aged 0-5 in seven less populated countries (Estonia, Cyprus, 
Luxembourg, Malta, Iceland, Liechtenstein and Montenegro).  

                                                 
(1) Commission Staff Working Document accompanying the document 'Proposal for a Council Recommendation on High 

Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems [COM(2018) 271 final]', of 22/05/2018, SWD(2018) 173 final. 
(2) There are only a few exceptions. Compulsory primary education starts at age 4 in Northern Ireland, at age 5 in Malta and 

the three other jurisdictions of the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Scotland). In eight other countries, primary 
education starts at the age of 7 (Bulgaria, Estonia, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Finland and Sweden) (see 
Figure B3). 
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The number of children aged 0-5 partly reflects the differences in the size of the total population in 
European countries. In the European Union (EU-28), the proportion of children aged 0-5 represents 
6.1 % of the total population. However, this proportion varies significantly between countries, from 
5.0 % (in Italy) to 9.6 % (in Turkey). Children aged 0-5 in Germany, Greece, Italy and Portugal 
represent no more than 5.5 % of the total population. They account for at least 7.0 % in Ireland, 
France, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Iceland, Montenegro, Norway and Turkey.  

Figure A1: Population of children aged 0-5, in thousands, 1 January 2017 

 
Population of children aged 0-5 

 EU-28 BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL 
Population aged  
0-5 (in thousands) 31 183 764 399 665 360 4 466 85 398 581 2 625 4 708 234 3 047 57 126 180 38 550 27 1 054 

% of total 
population 6.1 6.7 5.6 6.3 6.3 5.4 6.5 8.3 5.4 5.6 7.0 5.6 5.0 6.6 6.4 6.3 6.5 5.6 5.9 6.2 

 AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE UK  AL BA CH IS LI ME MK NO RS TR 
Population aged  
0-5 (in thousands) 509 2 270 524 1 157 128 346 349 716 4 820  199 : 515 26 2 44 138 367 393 7 696 

% of total 
population 5.8 6.0 5.1 5.9 6.2 6.4 6.3 7.2 7.3  6.9 : 6.1 7.7 5.9 7.1 6.6 7.0 5.6 9.6 

Source: Eurostat Population Statistics [demo_pjan] (last update: 08/11/2018). 

Country-specific note  

France: Provisional data. 
 

CENTRE-BASED ECEC PROVISION IS PROVIDED EITHER IN  
UNITARY SETTINGS OR IN SEPARATE SETTINGS WITH A TRANSITION AT AGE 3 

There are two main models of centre-based ECEC provision, as described in Figure A2a. 

1) Separate settings for different age groups with a childcare or an education focus:  

a. younger children: usually up to the age of 3 (in childcare-type settings);  

b. older children: usually for children from the age of 3 up until the start of primary education (in 
education-type settings). 

2) Unitary settings for the whole age range, (usually for children from around age 1, or soon after 
childcare leave (see Figure B3) up until the start of primary education. 

In a typical split system – where ECEC provision is organised in two different phases (see Figure 7) – 
children starting centre-based provision at an early age begin in a childcare-type setting (e.g. a 
nursery) before moving to an education-type setting (e.g. kindergarten or a pre-primary school). 
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Usually, the transition from one setting to the next takes place when children are around 3 years old, 
but it can also be at the age of 2 or 4 in some countries. The division reflects a split between 
'childcare' services and 'early education' provision in some form of non-school setting that follows 
similar regulations to primary education and may even be based on the same site as the primary 
school. The first cycle usually falls outside the International Standard Classification of Education 
(ISCED 2011 (3)) as it does not meet the criteria of a learning environment (4). Programmes providing 
mainly childcare (supervision, nutrition and health) are not covered by ISCED. The second cycle has 
clear educational priorities and is classified as pre-primary education (ISCED 020).  

In a typical integrated system – where the whole of ECEC provision is delivered in a single setting – 
children stay in the same setting until they reach primary school age (or, in a few education systems, 
until they start a pre-primary class). These unitary settings usually provide programmes with a defined 
educational component. The provision is typically designed with a holistic approach to support 
children's early cognitive, physical, social and emotional development and to introduce young children 
to organised instruction outside of the family context.  

Figure A2a: Types of centre-based ECEC settings in Europe, 2018/19 

1a) Separate settings for younger and older children 2a) Unitary (single) setting 
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1b) Separate settings WITH pre-primary class 2b) Unitary setting WITH pre-primary class 
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Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

These models show the typical length of the ECEC phase in Europe, i.e., 6 years, but the starting and ending ages, as 
well as the age of transition from a child-care type setting to an education-type setting in a Type 1 organisation vary 
between education systems. For information on the specific organisation of ECEC structures and ages for a specific 
education system, please see the National Information Sheets at the end of the report. 
 

In addition, independently of the way ECEC provision is organised – unitary settings or separate 
settings – children in some countries must undertake a distinct educational programme in a pre-
primary class, which aims to prepare them for primary education. This specific programme is 
compulsory and lasts one or two years (see the National Information Sheets).  

Figure A2b shows the current model(s) of centre-based ECEC. In most European countries (5), centre-
based ECEC is provided in two separate types of age-dependent settings. In almost one third of 

                                                 
(3)  See http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-isced-2011-en.pdf  
(4) This is the case in 14 out of the 22 education systems that have separate settings (see the National Information Sheets). 

The programmes for under-3s are classified as ISCED 010 in Belgium (Flemish Community), Greece, Italy, Cyprus, 
Romania, Liechtenstein and Turkey. In addition, in Portugal, the mapping is planned to be updated to classify the 
programmes for under-3s as ISCED 010. 

(5)  In Belgium, Czechia, Ireland, Greece, France, Italy, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Hungary, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Albania, Switzerland, Liechtenstein and Turkey. 
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European countries, ECEC is provided in unitary settings. This is mainly the case in the Nordic 
countries as well as in several Baltic and Balkan countries (6). 

In seven countries, both unitary and separate settings co-exist (Bulgaria, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, 
Spain, Austria and the United Kingdom). In most of these 'mixed' systems, all types of setting deliver 
educational-type programmes classified as ISCED 0.  

Figure A2b: Organisation of centre-based ECEC settings, 2018/19 

 

  

  

 Unitary settings 

 
Separate settings 
(age-dependent) 

  

  

 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

In ECEC systems with separate settings, the transition between the two different types of setting usually takes place at 
the age of 3. It may happen at an earlier age (2-and-a-half in Belgium – French and Flemish Communities) or at a later 
age (4 in Greece, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Liechtenstein). For information on the specific structure of ECEC 
and age ranges in each country, please see the National Information Sheets at the end of the report. 

Country-specific note  

Malta and Portugal: The Figure shows the situation in the public sector. In the private sector, unitary settings also exist.  
 

In 10 countries, children must attend a pre-primary class in the last 1-2 year(s) of ECEC before 
primary education. This specific ECEC phase provides a compulsory educational programme – 
distinct from the main pre-primary education programme (see National Information Sheets). It aims to 
smooth the transition from holistic and play-based early childhood education and care programmes to 
primary education that teaches fundamental skills in reading, writing and mathematics (i.e. literacy and 
numeracy). To promote readiness for school, a stronger focus on reading literacy skills and individual 
learning as well as more diversified assessment methods are used in pre-primary classes in some 
countries in comparison with the earlier years of ECEC (see Figures D3 to D5). Pre-primary classes 
may be organised within centre-based ECEC settings or in primary schools (see Figure D9). They are 
more common in countries with unitary settings (Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Finland, Sweden, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina and Serbia). In education systems that organise ECEC in two separate phases, pre-
primary classes are less common (Bulgaria, Cyprus and Luxembourg). Indeed, the entire second 
phase of ECEC from age 3 is often considered as preparation for primary education in education 
systems with separate settings.  

                                                 
(6) In Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Iceland, Montenegro, North Macedonia, 

Norway and Serbia.  
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REGULATED HOME-BASED PROVISION IS WIDESPREAD  
IN ONLY A FEW EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 

Alongside the ECEC provision in centre-based settings, the legal framework for ECEC may also 
provide for regulated home-based ECEC services, which must conform to established rules and 
quality standards. While it might be possible to deliver such services either in the child's or the 
provider's home, this report refers only to the latter type of ECEC provision, i.e., services offered in the 
provider's own home.  

Home-based provision may constitute a significant part of ECEC provision or it may be of minor 
importance; this varies largely according to the age of the children. Typically, childminders provide 
care for younger children, as a home-type environment and small group care is often considered more 
suitable for infants. For older children, home-based provision is mainly used as out-of-hours care 
when the opening hours of centre-based settings are insufficient. For example,  

In Germany, family day care for children under age 3 is considered equal to centre-based ECEC in law (Social Code Book, Child and 
Youth Act, SGB VIII § 24). For children of 3 years or older it is mainly used as an additional option if the opening hours of ECEC 
centres are not sufficient. The legal entitlement to an ECEC place from the age of 3 explicitly refers to centre-based ECEC. 

Figure A3 therefore shows the importance of home-based provision for children under age 3. Children 
are looked after by childminders in three quarters of European education systems. However, regulated 
home-based provision represents a significant proportion of ECEC in only a few countries. France is 
the only European country where home-based provision is the main form of ECEC for under-3s. 

In France, in 2016, there were 425 400 assistant(e)s maternel(le)s who offered places for 33.4 % of children under age 3 (see 
ONAPE, CNAF, 2018, p. 30). This constitutes 57 % of available ECEC places for under-3s.  

Figure A3: Regulated home-based provision for children under the age of 3, 2018/19 

 

  

Regulated home-based provision exists and: 
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 No home-based provision 

  

 
Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

Home-based provision is publicly regulated ECEC provision that is delivered in a provider's home. For more details, see 
the Glossary.  
The relative importance of home-based provision is based on national statistics and expert estimations. When data is 
available, home-based provision is considered significant if it constitutes at least 10 % of ECEC places. 

Country-specific notes  

Czechia and Montenegro: Legislation allows for home-based provision but it is very rare. 
Germany: Varies across Länder, in some, home-based provision is less common. 
Spain: Regulated home-based provision only exists in two Autonomous Communities: Comunidad de Madrid and 
Comunidad Foral de Navarra. 
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Figure A7: Significance of private self-financing centre-based ECEC provision, 2018/19 

a) Settings for children under the age of 3 years b) Settings for children aged 3 years and over 
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Private self-financing sector exists,  
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Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

Public ECEC settings are owned and operated by public authorities at the top, regional or local level. They are not profit-
driven but aim to provide a public service. 
Private, publicly subsidised provision refers to settings that receive some or all their funding from public authorities 
(definition adapted from OECD 2017). 
This Figure provides a generalised overview based on reports, surveys and expert estimates. When data is available, 
the private self-financing sector is considered significant if it constitutes at least 10 % of centre-based ECEC places.  

 

The self-financing private sector is an important part of the provision for younger children, but plays 
only a minor role (or does not exist) for older children in Belgium (French and Flemish Communities), 
Spain and Slovakia.  

In the Flemish Community of Belgium, 10.9 % of the children who use childcare (Groepsopvang) are in non-subsidised settings or 
in settings with only a basic subsidy (Kind en Gezin, 2017). The proportion of children in self-financing Kleuteronderwijs is 
considerably lower. 

In Spain, in 2016/17, 33.9 % of children under 3 years old – compared with only 3.7 % of children aged 3 and over – attended self-
financing private settings.  

A quarter of European education systems have no private self-financing ECEC settings. Centre-based 
ECEC provision is entirely public or publicly subsidised in the Baltic and Nordic countries, as well as in 
Belgium (German-speaking Community), Luxembourg, Austria and Slovenia. In addition, three 
countries (Czechia, Poland and Slovakia) have some self-financing provision for children under age 3, 
but all settings for children over age 3 are either public or publicly subsidised.  
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A C C E S S  

SECTION I – STRUCTURES 

 

Ensuring access to Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is a primary concern of national and 
European Union decision-makers when developing policies for young children and their parents. The 
European Pillar of Social Rights (1) emphasises that children have the right to affordable early 
childhood education and care of good quality. It further states that specific measures should be 
targeted at children from disadvantaged backgrounds to help them improve their life chances. 

According to the EU Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education and Care (2), access to quality 
provision for all children contributes to their healthy development and educational success. It also 
helps to reduce social inequalities and narrows the competence gap between children from different 
socio-economic backgrounds. Equitable access is also essential to ensure that parents, especially 
women, have the flexibility to (re)integrate into the labour market. 

Therefore, the Council Recommendation on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care 
Systems (3) invites member states to work towards ensuring that early childhood education and care 
services are accessible, affordable, and inclusive. 

This chapter focuses mainly on general policies introduced by top-level authorities to make ECEC 
accessible and available for all children. However, it also highlights some of the specific policies (and 
their target groups), which are intended to fill the gap in provision when general measures are deemed 
insufficient to achieve full inclusion. These policies are discussed in the first section of the chapter, 
while the second section shows their outcomes, as reflected in the ECEC participation data.  

The chapter starts by examining the two principal methods by which top-level authorities ensure that 
enough places are available for every child, i.e., providing a legal entitlement to ECEC or making 
attendance compulsory. A separate indicator highlights the link between childcare leave policies and 
the place guarantee in ECEC. The gap between the two is known as the childcare gap – a great 
majority of European countries have a gap of between 1 and 5 years, when parents are no longer 
eligible for childcare leave and yet their child has no guaranteed right to a place in ECEC. 

Affordability is discussed in terms of the availability of free-of-charge ECEC and the level of fees in 
ECEC for the youngest children. Fee reductions and priority access are the two most common 
measures used to ensure inclusiveness in ECEC with respect to the most vulnerable – these are 
usually targeted at children living in poverty.  

The section on structures ends by showing that in most European countries the demand for ECEC is 
not met for the children under age 3. However, the second section of this chapter shows that the 
European benchmark on ECEC participation for children aged 4 and over has already been achieved. 
On average in the EU-28, 95.3 % of children in this age group are now in ECEC. 

 

 

                                                 
(1)  Interinstitutional Proclamation on the European Pillar of Social Rights (2017/C 428/09). 
(2)  This is part of the Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care 

Systems (OJ C 189, 5.6.2019). 
(3)  OJ C 189, 5.6.2019. 
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ENSURING UNIVERSAL ACCESS:  
A PLACE IS GUARANTEED FROM AN EARLY AGE IN ONLY A FEW COUNTRIES 

Currently, in Europe, there are two approaches to guaranteeing universal access to ECEC. Some 
countries provide a legal entitlement to an ECEC place, while others make ECEC attendance 
compulsory. A legal entitlement to ECEC refers to a statutory duty on ECEC providers to secure 
publicly subsidised ECEC provision for all children from a certain age living in a catchment area, 
whose parents, regardless of their employment, socio-economic or family status, request a place for 
their child. Compulsory ECEC refers to the obligation for all children to attend ECEC settings when 
they reach a certain age. In either case, parents are guaranteed a place for their child. 

A legal entitlement is a right of a child and his/her family. In countries with a legal entitlement, children 
may attend ECEC, but families may choose other options. In contrast, in countries with compulsory 
ECEC, children have to attend ECEC for a defined number of hours and may be asked to justify 
absences or face disciplinary measures. Often, a certificate of completion of a compulsory ECEC 
programme is required to enter primary education. 

A universal legal entitlement to ECEC exists when every child of a certain age has an enforceable 
right to benefit from ECEC provision. An enforceable right means that public authorities must 
guarantee a place for each child of that age whose parents request it, regardless of their employment, 
socio-economic or family status. It does not necessarily imply that provision is free, only that it is 
publicly subsidised and affordable. Moreover, the legal entitlement does not necessarily entail a duty 
to provide a first choice of setting, but the needs of families usually must be taken into account. 

Figure B1: Age from which a place in ECEC is guaranteed, 2018/19 
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Explanatory note 

The Figure shows the earliest age from which a place in ECEC is guaranteed for all children. In the table, a legal 
entitlement is shown in black, while compulsory ECEC is marked in bold dark red. 

Country-specific notes  

Greece: Compulsory ECEC attendance is being gradually implemented until 2020/21. 
France: ECEC attendance will become compulsory from age 3 on 1st September 2019 (final parliamentary discussion in 
progress). 
Cyprus: 4.7 years correspond to 4 years 8 months. 
Slovenia: 0.9 years correspond to 11 months. 
Finland: 0.75 years correspond to 9 months. 
Bosnia and Herzegovina: Except in the Republic of Srpska, where ECEC is not compulsory, but all children attend a 3-
month pre-primary programme nevertheless. 

 

A targeted legal entitlement or targeted compulsory ECEC applies only to certain groups of children 
(e.g. disadvantaged learners, children of parents who are in employment, certain minorities, etc.) and 
is considered later in this chapter (see Figure B6). 

Most European countries have committed themselves to guaranteeing an ECEC place for all children 
(see Figure B1), either by establishing a legal entitlement to participate in ECEC, or by making 
participation compulsory. However, there are significant differences in the age at which children qualify 
for a guaranteed ECEC place. Only eight European countries, namely Denmark, Germany, Estonia, 
Latvia, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden and Norway, guarantee a place in ECEC for each child soon after 
its birth, often immediately after the end of childcare leave. The duty to provide these places usually 
falls on local government:  

In Denmark, since 2001, the Act on Day Care (4) obliges municipalities to ensure ECEC provision for all children between the ages 
of 26 weeks and the start of primary school. Municipalities are sanctioned financially if they fail to comply and therefore all 
municipalities now meet the requirements. Parents may have to meet up to of 25 % of a setting's estimated gross operating 
expenditure.  

German law (5) specifies that municipalities have to provide a childcare place either in centre-based or in home-based care for 
children from age 1, and in centre-based ECEC for children aged 3 years and older. If a place is not offered to a child, parents can 
take legal action. 

In Estonia, the 2009 amendment to the Pre-school Childcare Institutions Act (6) states that a rural municipality or city government 
shall provide all children aged from 18 months to 7 years of age, whose parents so wish, with the opportunity to attend a pre-school 
institution in the catchment area.  

In Latvia, Education Law, Section 17 (7) stipulates that local governments have to ensure a place in a pre-school educational 
programme for every child from 18 months whose parents so wish.  

In Slovenia, parents have a right to enrol their child in the pre-school education programme at a public or private kindergarten. The 
municipality in which the parents reside is responsible for ensuring the enrolment of pre-school children in their area (Kindergarten 
Act – ZVrt, Articles 9 and 10) (8). Any child who is not awarded a place in a public kindergarten and has been placed on the waiting 
list can be enrolled in a publicly subsidised private kindergarten or in home-based provision where the municipality must co-finance 
the costs. 

In Finland, according to the Act on Early Childhood Education and Care (540/2018) (9), it is the municipalities' statutory duty to 
arrange the early childhood education and care for all children residing in the municipality.  

                                                 
(4)  https://www.retsinformation.dk/Forms/R0710.aspx?id=206363 
(5)  https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/sgb_8/__24.html  
(6)  https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/517062014005/consolide 
(7)  https://likumi.lv/ta/id/50759-izglitibas-likums 
(8)  http://www.pisrs.si/Pis.web/pregledPredpisa?id=ZAKO447 
(9)  http://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/ajantasa/kumotut/1973/19730036 
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In Sweden, according to the Education Act (2010:800) (10) children from the age of 1 are legally entitled to ECEC. When parents 
apply for a place for their child in ECEC, the municipality must offer one within four months. Since 1995, the Swedish Schools 
Inspectorate has been able to take action against a municipality that does not offer a place within the time limit, for example by 
imposing a fine.  

In Norway, since 2009 children who reach the age of 1 are, upon application, entitled to a place in a kindergarten in the municipality 
in which the child lives (Kindergarten Act § 12) (11).  

A place in publicly subsidised ECEC is guaranteed from the age of 3 or a little earlier in the three 
Communities of Belgium, as well as in Czechia, Spain, France, Luxembourg, Hungary, Poland and the 
United Kingdom (England, Wales and Scotland). Normally, from this age, a place is guaranteed as a 
legal entitlement, except in Hungary where ECEC attendance is compulsory from age 3. In most of 
these countries, children are entitled to ECEC free of charge (see Figure B4). In ECEC systems with 
separate settings (see Figure A2), the legal entitlement often starts at around age 3, when children 
move from the 'childcare-type' ECEC setting into the education system. 

In Belgium, from age 2-and-a-half (French and Flemish Communities) and from age 3 (German-speaking Community), ECEC 
becomes an integral part of the education system. In the Flemish Community, the legal entitlement is expressed in general terms as 
'every pupil has a right to enrolment in a school' (Art. 37, §1, Decree on Elementary Education from 25 February 1997). The same 
law also refers to the first step in the education system as kleuterondervijs that starts at age 2-and-a-half and runs until the start of 
primary education. In the French Community, the rules of access to ECEC from age 2-and-a-half in enseignement maternel are 
specified in the decree voted on 13 July 1998 (12), common to primary education. In the German-speaking Community, according to 
the Decree 31,08,1998/ART 25 (13), kindergartens starting at age 3 fall under the Einschreibepflicht der Gemeinschaftsschulen that 
requires community schools to enrol each pupil.  

In Czechia, the 561/2004, Education Act § 34 (14) specifies that pre-primary education is normally organised for children aged 3 to 
6 years and at the earliest for children aged 2 years. A child under 3 years of age is not entitled to admission to nursery school. 
Children who reach at least 3 years of age prior to the beginning of the school year are preferentially admitted to a nursery school 
established by the municipality or by a union of municipalities. The municipality is obliged to ensure the pre-primary education for 
those children. According to the explanatory memorandum to the law, the Ombudsman and the administrative authorities regard this 
is a legal right.  

In Spain, Article 15.2 of the Organic Law 2/2006 of Education (BOE 04-05-2006) states that the second cycle of ECEC (3 years and 
over) will be free. In order to meet the demands of families, educational administrations will guarantee sufficient places in public 
centre-based ECEC settings and will subsidise private settings (15). The educational administrations of the Autonomous Communities 
include this right in their regulations. For example, in País Vasco it is described as follows: 'All pupils have the right to a free school 
place that guarantees their education in the following stages of teaching: second cycle of ECEC, primary education, compulsory 
secondary education' (Article 2 of Decree 1/2018) (16).  

In France, Law on Education, Article L113-1 states that 'every child at age 3 must be admitted to the école maternelle as close as 
possible to child's home, if their family so requests' (17).  

In Luxembourg, ECEC from age 3 is the first cycle of the nine years of basic education. The first cycle includes one year of 
éducation précoce, which is optional, and two years of éducation préscolaire that are compulsory. Every child living in the Grand 
Duchy of Luxembourg is entitled to basic education (Law on Basic education, 6 February 2009) (18). 

                                                 
(10)  http://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/skollag-2010800_sfs-2010-800#K8 
(11)  Children who turn 1-year-old no later than the end of August, are entitled to a place by August during the year in which 

they apply for a place. Children who turn 1-year-old in September, October or November are, upon application, entitled to 
a kindergarten place by the end of the month in which they have their first birthday. 

(12)  Décret portant organisation de l'enseignement maternel et primaire ordinaire et modifiant la réglementation de 
l'enseignement, article 2.  

(13) http://www.pdg.be/portaldata/4/resources/downloads/koordek/1998-08-31.pdf  
(14)  http://www.msmt.cz/dokumenty-3/skolsky-zakon-ve-zneni-ucinnem-od-1-9-2018  
(15)  https://www.boe.es/eli/es/lo/2006/05/03/2/con  
(16)  https://www.euskadi.eus/bopv2/datos/2018/01/1800138a.pdf  
(17)   https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichCodeArticle.do;jsessionid=3B989D4730199E506394F3B458E2E171.tplgfr35s_1?cidTe

xte=LEGITEXT000006071191&idArticle=LEGIARTI000027682617&dateTexte=20180515&categorieLien=id#LEGIARTI00
0027682617 
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In Italy and Malta, a universal place guarantee is achieved in practice without a supporting legal framework. In both countries, the 
majority of ECEC centres for children from age 3 are combined with primary schools and are therefore considered as an integral part 
of the education system. As a result, more than 90 % of children aged 3 and over attend centre-based ECEC settings (24).  

In the Netherlands, where ECEC becomes compulsory from age 5, the near universal participation rate (96 %) is achieved by 
age 4 (25), when children are eligible to start ECEC in school settings (basisschool). As there is a common curriculum for ages 4-12, 
this stage of ECEC is, in the Netherlands, generally considered to be the start of children's schooling.  

In the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland), although the right to ECEC is not enshrined in law, the Government has committed to 
funding a programme which aims to provide one year of non-compulsory pre-school education to every child in their immediate pre-
school year (ages 3-4) whose family want it. A total of 99.9 % of pre-school age children were offered a funded pre-school education 
place in 2017/18 (Department of Education, 2018). 

In Iceland, where the right to ECEC is widely described in laws and regulations without referring to a specific age or number of 
hours, the participation rates in ISCED 0 are very high from an early age. In 2016, 94.2 % of 2-year-olds attended centre-based pre-
school centres (leiksskóli) (26).  

MOST COUNTRIES GUARANTEE 20-29 HOURS OF ECEC 

The type of ECEC guarantee – a legal right to a place or compulsory attendance – influences the way 
in which the number of guaranteed hours is prescribed. The legal entitlement defines the number of 
guaranteed publicly subsidised (or free-of-charge) ECEC hours that every family can claim. A child 
may use less hours of ECEC than the guarantee entitles to. In contrast, compulsory ECEC specifies 
the minimum number of ECEC hours that a child is required to attend. In both cases, the child may still 
benefit from additional (top-up) hours of ECEC that are not guaranteed for everyone.  

The number of weekly, guaranteed or required hours of ECEC may reflect different policy goals. Three 
distinct categories can be defined. 

1. Part-time (up to 20 hours per week) – with a focus on preparation for primary education (or a 
way of limiting costs for families).  

2. School-time (from 20 to 29 ECEC hours per week) – with a focus on education. 

3. Full-time (30 or more hours per week) – focus on family work-life balance challenges faced by 
working parents. 

The legal entitlement to ECEC varies widely in terms of hours (see Figure B2 below), from more hours 
than a full working week (more than 40 hours) to just 10 hours per week. In contrast, children in 
European countries are never required to attend ECEC full-time – compulsory ECEC is usually a 
shorter programme with a maximum of 'school-time' hours. In Cyprus and Luxembourg, the weekly 
hours of compulsory ECEC are the highest (26 hours).  

Countries that guarantee part-time ECEC often do so with a view to ensuring that children have some 
pre-primary education in preparation for school. Elsewhere, this free-of-charge provision is intended to 
reduce the costs of childcare. In a few countries, a short pre-primary programme is compulsory for 
children during the last year before starting primary education with the explicit aim of preparing 
children for school.  

In Croatia, the pre-primary programme is compulsory for all children. For those already attending ECEC, the pre-primary programme 
is integrated within their existing provision. The pre-primary programme normally comprises a total of 250 hours and runs from 
1st October to 31 May. However, where local circumstances make it difficult to run the full programme, a reduced programme may be 
offered with a minimum 150 hours. 

                                                 
(24)  Eurostat, UOE [educ_uoe_enrp07]. 
(25)  Ibid. 
(26)  Ibid. 
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accessibility barriers such as general lack of places or lack of provision for specific target groups (e.g. 
children with special (educational) needs), cost and the issues of quality (Eurofound, 2019).  

In some countries, the compulsory ECEC school-time provision can be extended to become full-time 
as an option for a group of children in the same setting. 

In Greece, 25 weekly hours are compulsory for 4- and 5-year-olds. There is an optional full-day programme with an extended 
timetable until 16:00 providing 20 additional weekly hours. Moreover, classes for children arriving before the start of regular activities 
are available.  

In Cyprus, all-day optional public pre-primary schools function on a voluntary basis from October until May with four daily additional 
afternoon periods for rest, play and activities, five times a week until 3:05 or 4:00 p.m. The morning curriculum and school subjects 
remain the same according to the regulations of public pre-primary schools (Cyprus Ministry of Education and Culture, 2018). 

In Hungary, children must attend 4 hours per day, but there is no maximum limit. The minimum opening hours of óvoda are 8 hours 
per day and the usual availability is 10 hours per day.  

MOST COUNTRIES HAVE A CHILDCARE GAP 

The policies governing support for families with babies and young children are complex and are often 
interlinked. Therefore, when considering the differences in the starting age of the guaranteed place in 
ECEC, it is important to take into account another important family policy measure, namely the length 
of childcare leave.  

The balance between these two policies varies considerably between European countries due to 
differing priorities and approaches to raising very young children. Some countries place the focus on 
care at home by parents and create incentives to encourage them to look after their own children for a 
longer period. In others, gender equality in the labour market is prioritised by adopting an institutional 
approach to childcare. Whatever the priority, ensuring synergy and continuity between these policies 
is very important.  

In order to show the degree of separation between the policies, the childcare gap indicates the 
amount of time a child is not covered either by childcare leave or a guaranteed place in ECEC. This is 
the period when families with young children have to make difficult decisions about whether to stay at 
home, whether to try to get a place in a high-demand public ECEC facility, or whether and how to pay 
for an expensive, private ECEC setting. In families with several young children, a long childcare gap 
with under-developed public ECEC services may lead to one parent (usually the mother) being obliged 
to drop out of the labour market to take care of the child(ren) without adequate compensation. 

Figure B3 shows the difference between the end of the maximum 'adequately compensated' childcare 
leave (later in text 'childcare leave') and the earliest start of the universal place guarantee in 
ECEC (30). The European countries are listed according to the length of the childcare gap. At the left 
side, where no gap is indicated, are the countries with well-coordinated childcare leave and ECEC 
policies. Only seven countries, namely Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden and 
Norway, have no childcare gap. All of these even have some overlap when parents are still entitled to 
some weeks of childcare leave, but a place in publicly subsidised ECEC provision is already 
guaranteed. The overlap appears if both the mother and, especially, the father take the maximum 
length of leave. Countries with no childcare gap grant long childcare leave (minimum 10 months) and 
have unitary ECEC systems providing a legal right to a subsidised, but not free place. 

                                                 
(30)  The notion of adequate compensation implies that parents continue to receive a substantial part of their prior earnings 

during their leave and will not, therefore, face great financial hardship as a result of taking time off work to look after their 
children. In this report, leave is considered to be adequately compensated if parents receive at least 65 % of their previous 
earnings during this period. The total length of childcare leave takes into account all the different types of leave (maternity, 
paternity and parental leave) and is calculated from the child's birth until both parents return to work. 
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In Sweden, parents get 68 weeks of childcare leave in total, 55 weeks of which are adequately compensated (~80 % of the previous 
salary). The universal legal entitlement to publicly subsidised ECEC starts at 52 weeks, when a child is 1 year old. The overlap when 
both childcare leave and ECEC are available provides families with a transition period and some flexibility.  

When there is a childcare gap, it lasts for a minimum of one and maximum of six years. The difference 
between the adequately compensated childcare leave and the start of the legal entitlement is between 
one and two years in Czechia, Latvia, Poland and Hungary. All these countries, except Latvia, grant 
long, adequately paid childcare leave (1-2 years) and a guarantee to an ECEC place from age 3.  

In Czechia, maternity leave lasts 22 weeks. The length of parental leave is indirectly proportional to the monthly amount. In 2019, 
parents can take 43 weeks of parental leave receiving an allowance of 69 % of the actual average monthly salary of 2018. The total 
length of childcare leave is 65 weeks (i.e. 1 year and 3 months). The guarantee to publicly subsidised ECEC starts only at age 3. 
During the childcare gap period, ECEC provision is undeveloped and fragmented. Parents often turn to informal or private childcare 
solutions. If capacity allows, some ECEC settings for children aged 3 and over may admit 2-year-olds.   

In Latvia, the universal legal entitlement to publicly subsidised ECEC starts at age 1-and-a-half. However, maternity leave with an 
allowance of 80 % of previous earnings is granted only for 16 weeks. Afterwards, a parental allowance with two options is available: 
until the child is 1 year old (32 weeks) with 60 % of the previous salary allowance; or until the child is 18 months (58 weeks) with 
44 % of the previous salary allowance. Most parents choose to take care of their child at home or turn to informal childcare solutions 
(relatives, nannies). 

Figure B3: Childcare gap, 2018/19 
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Explanatory note 

The childcare gap is the difference between the maximum length of adequately compensated post-natal childcare leave 
and the earliest start of a universal place guarantee in ECEC (legal entitlement or compulsory ECEC). When there is no 
guaranteed place in ECEC, the gap is calculated until the start of compulsory primary education. The childcare leave 
was converted from weeks (see in the annexe) to months dividing the number of weeks by 52.1. 
For a detailed breakdown of the total length of adequately compensated childcare leave (including post-natal maternity, 
paternity and parental leave), see Annex A. 

Country-specific notes  

France: ECEC attendance will become compulsory from age 3 on 1st September 2019 (final parliamentary discussion in 
progress). 
Bosnia and Herzegovina: ECEC is not compulsory in the Republic of Srpska, but all children attend a 3-month pre-
primary programme nevertheless. 

 

The childcare gap is between two and three years in Belgium, Spain, France, Luxembourg and most 
parts of the United Kingdom. These countries provide a relatively short period of childcare leave (6-
22 weeks in most countries except Luxembourg, which grants 38 weeks).  

In Belgium, a mother has a right to 14 weeks of post-natal maternity leave. The first month is paid at 82 %, while the rest is at a 
minimum of 75 % of the previous salary. Fathers have a right to paternity leave of 10 days (82 % allowance), which has to be taken 
before the child turns 4 months old. The earliest legal entitlement to publicly subsidised ECEC starts at age 2-and-a-half. During the 
childcare gap, subsidised ECEC is available and certain vulnerable groups have priority access. 

In the remaining countries, the period with no adequately paid childcare leave and no entitlement to 
ECEC lasts longer than three years. From the legal rights point of view, nine European countries have 
a childcare gap of 5-6 years, namely Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Romania, Albania, Iceland, Montenegro, 
North Macedonia and Turkey (31). Most of the countries with a long childcare gap have either no 
guarantee to an ECEC place, or have only 1-2 years of compulsory ECEC before the start of primary 
education. 

Figure B3 also shows that the legal entitlement is a more common measure than compulsory ECEC. A 
right to a place in ECEC is granted in 21 European education systems. Usually, the legal entitlement 
covers several years. ECEC is compulsory in 17 education systems. Compulsory ECEC is the 
measure that extends from the upper age limit and usually lasts 1 or 2 years. ECEC is compulsory for 
one year in 11 European countries and for 2 years in Bulgaria, Greece (phasing in), Latvia, 
Luxembourg and most cantons of Switzerland. Compulsory ECEC is the longest in Hungary where it 
lasts 3 years.  

A few countries provide both a legal entitlement and compulsory ECEC (Czechia, Latvia, Luxembourg, 
Poland, Finland and Sweden). In these countries, children are entitled to a place in ECEC from age 3 
or earlier, but ECEC becomes compulsory for all during the last 1-2 years before the start of primary 
education. 

Many countries have recently extended the universal place guarantee in ECEC  

During the last five years, there have been substantial changes in the legal framework that guarantees 
access to ECEC in several European Union countries. Five countries have introduced compulsory 
ECEC for one year prior to starting primary education, and two education systems have prolonged the 
period of mandatory attendance to 2-3 years. Moreover, three countries are extending the ages of the 
legal right to ECEC for every child.  

                                                 
(31)  In Ireland, Italy and Iceland, the childcare gap is de facto shorter as publicly subsidised ECEC is universally available 

without a legal entitlement de jure. In Ireland, while there is no legal entitlement to ECEC, there is universal provision 
available to parents and children from the age of 2 years and 8 months, reducing the childcare gap de facto to 2.7 years. 
In Italy, the gap is 2.7 years until the child starts scuole dell’infanzia. In Iceland, the gap is 1.3 years until the child reaches 
age 2.  
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Attending the last year of ECEC has been made compulsory in Czechia (from the school year starting 
September 2017), Croatia (2014), Lithuania (2016), Finland (2015) and Sweden (2018). Two countries 
have made compulsory attendance longer than one year. In Hungary, ECEC has been compulsory for 
children from the age of 3 since September 2015. Greece is gradually lowering the starting age of 
compulsory pre-primary school attendance from age 5 to age 4 (between 2018-2021). Three countries 
are planning to introduce compulsory ECEC: from September 2019, it will be compulsory from age 3 in 
France (final parliamentary discussion in progress); in Belgium and Slovakia, legislation is in 
preparation to make the last year of ECEC before primary education compulsory from 
September 2020.  

A legal entitlement to ECEC has been introduced or extended in Czechia, Poland and Portugal. These 
countries have imposed a statutory duty on ECEC providers in a catchment area to secure publicly 
subsidised ECEC provision for all children of a certain age whose parents require a place. Czechia 
and Poland have been gradually extending the entitlement to age 3 (fully implemented in Poland from 
2017 and in Czechia from 2018). Portugal is still implementing the reform started in 2015 to establish 
universal pre-school education. The legal entitlement to ECEC currently starts at age 4 and is planned 
to be lowered to age 3 by 2020.  
 

ECEC IS OFFERED FREE OF CHARGE MAINLY FOR OLDER CHILDREN 

Affordability is a very important factor in ensuring that the highest possible number of children have 
access to ECEC. This indicator examines the most robust measure taken to ensure that every family 
can afford to place their child in ECEC, i.e., all places are offered free of charge. Specific measures for 
children and families considered in need of targeted support are presented later in the chapter.  

However, affordability must be discussed in relation to availability, since without a place guarantee, 
free ECEC in public settings may be limited and waiting lists may be long with complex priority rules. 
Therefore, Figure B4 shows the availability of free ECEC in relation to a guaranteed place for three 
broad age groups:  

1. early age (under age 2); 

2. around age 3 (more than age 2, less than age 4); 

3. last year of ECEC (age 4, 5 or 6, which varies by education system). 

In Europe, most families have to pay fees for ECEC for the youngest group of children. The availability 
of ECEC free of charge increases noticeably at age 3 and this trend continues with each year of age, 
becoming almost universal across Europe during the last year before compulsory primary education 
starts.  
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In four other countries (Luxembourg, Lithuania, Romania and Montenegro), there is no legal 
guarantee to ensure the availability of free ECEC. Lithuania and Luxembourg offer free ECEC for 
20 hours per week, while Romania and Montenegro fund free full-time places.  

In Luxembourg, since 1st October 2017 children aged 1 to 4 may benefit from 20 hours of free child-care in the non-formal 
education sector (service d'éducation et d'accueil), complementing the free pre-school services (éducation précoce et éducation 
préscolaire) from age 3. The free 20-hours programme is administered through the voucher system. 

In the remaining European countries, either all or some parents have to pay for ECEC in the earliest 
years, although the costs vary considerably between countries (see Figure B5). In some countries, 
fee-exemptions or free entitlement are available for certain target groups of children and families (see 
Figure B6).  

From around age 3, almost half of European countries offer free ECEC for at least a few hours per 
week. In many countries, this is a period of transition when children change from a childcare-type to 
an education-type setting (see Figure A2). Most of these countries combine free ECEC with a place 
guarantee (Belgium, Spain, France, Luxembourg, Hungary and Poland). The situation is similar in Italy 
and Malta where there is no explicit legal entitlement, but free places in pre-primary schools are 
provided as part of the general education service and participation rates are over 90 % even for 3-year 
olds. In contrast, in Portugal, where children move to a free-of-charge ECEC setting at age 3, there is 
still a considerable lack of places for this age group as the legal entitlement is available only for 
4-year-olds.  

In Ireland and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Scotland), a free pre-school education 
programme of 0-16 weekly hours is available for children from around age 3. The pre-school place 
allowance can be claimed for children in various settings, including those offered by childminders and 
those catering for younger children – thus providing continuity of care. There is, however, a 
requirement that those settings must offer the approved educational programme during the funded 
preschool education hours.  

For the last year of ECEC, the distribution of free and fee-paying ECEC provision is reversed 
compared with the earliest years. Most European countries offer at least one year of free pre-primary 
education. The exceptions are Denmark, seven Länder in Germany, Estonia, Croatia, Slovenia, 
Iceland, Norway, North Macedonia and Turkey, where there is no free provision and parents have to 
contribute to costs across the entire phase of ECEC.  

It is important to note that even when education and care activities are free for at least some hours 
each week, additional costs may apply. Parents usually have to pay for meals taken during the 
session (or they may bring in food for children). There are a few exceptions.  

In Finland, every child attending free ECEC receives a free meal every day.  

In the United Kingdom (England), children aged 4+ in the reception class of publicly funded schools receive a free school meal 
under the Universal Infant Free School Meals (UIFSM) policy. Parents of children in other settings pay for meals.  

Fees for additional hours of provision are charged in most of the countries offering free ECEC for less 
than full-time hours. As discussed earlier (see Figure B2), in ECEC systems with school-type 
organisation, the after-school provision may differ administratively and organisationally. The additional 
hours may be provided either in the same setting or in other types of provision (e.g. home-based 
provision or childcare-type settings). In unitary settings (e.g. Finland and Sweden), the top-up hours 
may be taken and charged for (subject to local autonomy) in the same setting.  
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ECEC FEES FOR CHILDREN UNDER 3 YEARS ARE LOWEST  
IN BALTIC AND BALKAN COUNTRIES 

As discussed in the previous section, the best way to ensure affordability is to provide ECEC services 
free of charge. However, it is mainly during the last year or two of ECEC that children in Europe may 
attend ECEC at no cost to their families. Most families need to pay fees for the youngest children (see 
Figure B4). In such cases, the levels of fees and their regulation largely influence the accessibility to 
ECEC. 

ECEC fees are regulated at top and/or local level in most European education systems, at least in the 
public and publicly subsidised sectors. Usually, countries set the fee ceiling as a specific figure, but 
sometimes the limit is expressed as a proportion of family income or ECEC costs.  

In Denmark, parents' fees must not make up more than 25 % of a setting's estimated gross operating expenditure.  

In Hungary, fees and meals in ECEC settings cannot exceed 25 % of net family income per person in centre-based settings and 
50 % in home-based ones. 

In Finland, fees depend on family size, income and time spent in ECEC, The fees cannot exceed EUR 289. 

In Norway, since 2015, fees for a place in kindergarten are limited to 6 % of the household's income.  

ECEC fees for children under age 3 vary greatly across European countries and across different types 
of provision. Figure B5 shows an overview of the level of fees in Europe grouping the countries in 
several large categories (very low, low, medium and high). The analysis is based on national statistics, 
national surveys and expert evaluations. As this is not survey data, but a summary of records from 
various sources and a range of reference years, the fees are not directly comparable. Figure B5 
should be seen as an indication only.  

Monthly ECEC fees for children under 3 years tend to be the lowest in the Baltic and Balkan countries, 
as well as Romania and Sweden. Moreover, in Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and Montenegro, ECEC is 
entirely free; parents only have to pay for a child's meals. Very low fees (less than 100 PPS) for 
education and care activities are charged in Bulgaria, Estonia, Malta, Sweden, Albania, North 
Macedonia and Serbia. It is important to note that in some of these countries, a small proportion of 
children from wealthy families may attend very expensive (fees higher than PPS 500) private ECEC. 
This might reflect the fact that even though the fees for ECEC are low in these countries, the demand 
for ECEC places for younger children often outweighs supply (according to Figure B7, Estonia, Malta 
and Sweden are the only countries with very low fees that provide enough supply to meet demand).  

In Malta, around 80 % of the children attending childcare centres use the Free Childcare Scheme (NSO, 2017). 

In Sweden, all children have a right to ECEC from age 1. The fees for one child in ECEC are capped at 3 % of family income with a 
ceiling of PPS 110. Families with lower incomes or more children in ECEC pay less or no charges at all.  

Fees for full-time ECEC for children aged under 3 are low in several Nordic, Balkan and Central 
European countries. Specifically, fees vary between PPS 100 and PPS 250 in Czechia, Denmark, 
Croatia, Luxembourg, Hungary, Slovenia, Finland, Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Norway. The 
fees are medium high (between PPS 250 and PPS 500) in France, Belgium (Flemish Community), 
Spain, Cyprus and Austria.  

Average monthly fees are the highest (more than PPS 500) in the countries which rely on market-
mechanisms to supply ECEC for children under age 3. In Ireland, the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom, there are no regulations on fees and providers have autonomy in setting the price. Some 
public subsidies to offset the costs are available only for the most disadvantaged children. In 
Switzerland, although there are regulations on fees, the ceiling is exceptionally high – fees in public or 
publicly subsidised ECEC for children up to age 4 can reach more than PPS 1 400.  
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As already discussed, the most common policy measure to increase affordability is providing 
free/subsidised ECEC. In addition, countries may offer other policy measures when supporting 
families with ECEC costs. Tax relief is one of the most common instruments. For example, 

In Austria, EUR 2 300 per year for childcare (up to the age of 10) is tax deductible, and further deductions are possible for single 
parents. Parents of children with disabilities receive an increased family allowance.  

In the United Kingdom, there is a tax-free childcare allowance through which families receive £2 from the state for every £8 they pay 
for childcare, up to a value of £2 000 per child per year. Eligible families are those where parents are 'in work – or getting parental 
leave, sick leave or annual leave'; earning at least the National Minimum Wage or Living Wage for 16 hours a week; and have a 
taxable income of less than £100 000. 

Some countries provide partial compensation for fees paid by families for private provision. 

In some municipalities in Lithuania, parents whose child is not given a place in a public ECEC setting receive financial support of 
EUR 100 per month to partly cover the cost of an ECEC place in a private ECEC setting.  

In Portugal, families with children in some private or cooperative pre-schools may receive a subsidy depending on household 
income.  

In Finland, families can opt for private ECEC with the help of a private care allowance awarded by the state or for vouchers provided 
by many municipalities.  

Figure B5: Average monthly fees for ECEC for children under 3 years old, 2018/19 

 

 

 

 
High  
(more than 500 PPS) 

 
Medium  
(between 250 and 500 PPS) 

 
Low  
(between 100 and 250 PPS) 

 
Very low  
(less than 100 PPS) 

 

No data available 

  

 Source: Eurydice. 
 

Average monthly fees for ECEC for children under 3 years of age (PPS and national currency) as well as 
regulations regarding fees, 2018/19 

 BE fr BE de BE nl BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY 
PPS : : 258 37 138 213 : 54 683 : 65-361 121-274 129 : 112-503 
National currency : : 285 36 2443 2100 : 41 771 : 59-328 133-301 617 : 100-450 
Fees regulated yes yes yes yes no yes local yes no no yes yes local local no 
 LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE  
PPS no fees no fees 198 0-156 (no fees) 511 90-398 : : no fees 191 : 0-233 0-110  
National currency no fees no fees 242 0-30000 (no fees) 572 100-440 : : no fees 155 : 0-289 0-1382  
Fees regulated NA local yes yes NA no yes local no yes yes no yes yes  

 UK- 
ENG 

UK- 
WLS 

UK- 
NIR 

UK- 
SCT  AL BA CH IS LI ME MK NO RS TR 

PPS 1090 1032 : 715  44 135 0-1420 : : 40-79 67 0-204 0-96 : 
National currency 1067 1010 : 700  2600 130 0-2400 : : 20-40 1840 0-2910 0-5590 : 
Fees regulated no no no no  local yes local local no yes yes yes yes : 
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In general, similar criteria are used when offering fee reductions and priority admission. Children living 
in poverty are the most commonly targeted group. Family income is a widespread criterion, often used 
in combination with family composition. Recipients of certain welfare benefits might also be offered 
ECEC fee reductions and/or priority admission. As a separate criterion (although largely correlated 
with poverty), children of single parents often benefit from targeted measures.  

The number of siblings – and especially siblings in ECEC – is another important factor for fee 
reductions and priority admission. Moreover, several education systems try to ease family life by 
giving explicit priority to the siblings of children who already attend the same ECEC setting.  

Several countries have targeted measures for children that may need support in education and care, 
namely children with disabilities/difficulties (SEN), children from migrant backgrounds and those from 
regional or ethnic minorities. Croatia, Cyprus and Albania have specific measures facilitating access 
and/or affordability for Roma children.  

Figure B6: Range of criteria used when offering fee reductions or priority admission in centre-based 
settings for children under age 3, 2018/19  

Fee reductions 
 

Priority admission  Total 

 

Children living in poverty 

 

42 

No of siblings (in ECEC or same setting) 37 

Single parent 27 

Children with disabilities/difficulties (SEN)  24 

Parents in employment 19 

Extreme need* 17 

Parents in education 15 

Children from migrant backgrounds 9 

Children from regional or ethnic minorities 6 

Proximity to the setting 6 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

* Extreme need: Children in foster care or those indicated by social services, children whose parents cannot provide the 
necessary care, homeless children of women in shelters fleeing violence at home, children who have lost a parent while 
in military service or in a terror attack or similar circumstances. 
For each age range, the number on the bar indicates the number of education systems which feature the specific criteria 
in their top-level regulations. There are 43 education systems in total – information by country is available in the 
Annex A. 
 

In many families with young children, both parents need to work, study or progress in their careers. 
Seeing ECEC as a tool to enable female employment, about a third of European countries give priority 
to children from families where both parents work or study. Some even offer fee reductions to facilitate 
work-life balance and increase the incentives to work or study. 

Several countries explicitly target children in extreme need. This includes children in foster care (e.g. 
French and Flemish Communities of Belgium, Hungary, Slovenia, the United Kingdom – England, and 
Serbia), children referred by social services (e.g. Slovenia and Serbia), children whose parents cannot 
provide the necessary care (e.g. Germany, Hungary and Portugal), children whose family members 
are disabled or ill (Greece), children who are homeless (Ireland), or children of women in shelters 
fleeing violence at home (Greece and Spain), etc. 

Proximity to the setting is listed as an admission priority in six countries (Bulgaria, Spain, Croatia, Italy, 
Portugal and Romania). 
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(e.g. special educational needs (SEN) or disability; child in care of local authority) (33). In Wales, the Flying Start programme targets 
2- and 3-year olds living in disadvantaged areas. Scotland extends the free ECEC entitlement to 2-year olds whose parents are on 
certain benefits as well as children who have been, or are currently being looked after (in foster care, with a guardian).  

In Norway, all children have legal right to a place in ECEC from age 1. Moreover, from age 3 children from low income families have 
the right to 20 hours of free ECEC per week. The yearly income limit in 2018 was NOK 533 500. 

Some education systems guarantee an ECEC place for the children of parents who are working or 
studying (in the case of two-parent families, both parents must be working or studying). 

In Malta, the government provides the Free Childcare Scheme to parents/guardians who are in employment or are pursuing their 
education (Government of Malta, 2016). The targeted age group for this scheme is children from 3 months up to 3 years of age (until 
the child is eligible to enrol into public Kindergarten). The entitlement covers 110 % of the average working/studying hours plus 
20 hours monthly to make up for commuting time. 

In Finland, since August 2016, the universal entitlement to ECEC from 9 months has been limited to 20 hours a week. However, a 
child still has the legal right to full-time ECEC if the parents work or study full-time, or if it is considered to be in the child's best 
interest. Moreover, municipalities must also organise evening and night care according to local need. Many local authorities still offer 
ECEC without any limitation.   

In the United Kingdom (England), all 3- and 4-year old children are entitled to 15 hours of free ECEC per week. In addition, most 3- 
and 4-year-olds whose parents are in employment are entitled to an additional 15 hours per week. This entitlement, known as the 
Extended Entitlement, was introduced under the 2016 Childcare Act (34). Since April 2019, local authorities in Wales have been 
piloting a similar offer of 30 hours of free ECEC to the children of working parents. 

A few countries provide targeted pre-primary programmes one year before the start of primary 
education for those children who have not participated in ECEC.  

In Croatia, a pre-primary programme is compulsory for all children. For children already attending ECEC, the pre-primary programme 
is integrated within their existing programme, while those not already in ECEC must attend other pre-primary provision. The 
compulsory pre-primary programme for children not in centre-based early childhood education and care is free of charge. This 
applies to about 30 % of the cohort (12 000 children in 2017/8 according to the statistics authority). 

In Slovenia, from 2018/19, the top-level authorities provide finance for the kindergarten groups implementing short free-of-charge 
programmes (240 hours per year) for children who have not previously attended kindergarten and who turn 6 in the next calendar 
year. 

DEMAND FOR ECEC PLACES IS HIGHER THAN SUPPLY 

The balance between the demand and supply of public ECEC places may serve as a measure of the 
success of the accessibility policies discussed in this chapter. However, it is important to note that this 
indicator should be considered in relation to statistics on participation rates. The demand for ECEC for 
very young children might be low due to cultural norms and traditional family values. Demand may 
also be affected by public perception of the quality of ECEC – families who perceive public ECEC 
provision to be of low quality may opt for other childcare arrangements and may therefore not even 
request a place.  

Figure B7 presents an overview of the estimated balance between demand and supply in three age 
groups, i.e., very young children, those aged 3, and older children in their last year of ECEC. All types 
of public and publicly subsidised ECEC are taken into account. Publicly subsidised home-based 
provision, which is important in meeting demand in several countries (see Figure A6), is also included 
in the overall estimation. The ECEC system is evaluated as a whole, e.g. if demand is higher than 
supply only in one region for the age group considered, the country is marked in the category 'demand 
is higher than supply'. 

                                                 
(33)  https://www.gov.uk/help-with-childcare-costs/free-childcare-2-year-olds?step-by-step-nav=f237ec8e-e82c-4ffa-8fba-

2a88a739783b  
(34)  http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2016/5/enacted  
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The demand for places in ECEC is met from the earliest age only in Denmark, Estonia, Malta, the 
Netherlands, Finland, Sweden and Norway. Five of those countries guarantee a legal right to ECEC 
from an early age for all children (see Figure B1), while Malta has generous targeted childcare 
entitlements for working and studying parents. Only the Netherlands rely on a market-driven system 
for the youngest children.  

Demand and supply are balanced from age 3 in more than half of the European education systems. 
The demand is usually met from the starting age of the legal entitlement or when ECEC becomes part 
of the education system. 

In France, according to the survey from 2017, seven out of ten families who wished to enrol their child (aged 6 months to 1 year) in 
ECEC obtained a place (CNAF, 2018). In contrast, nearly all 3-year-olds attend ECEC (see the national sheet). 

In Spain, demand is greater than supply in the first cycle of ECEC (less than 3 years) in most of the Autonomous Communities (for 
example in Andalucía, Comunidad Foral de Navarra, Illes Balears, Cantabria, Comunidad de Castilla y León, Castilla-La Mancha, 
Comunidad Foral de Navarra and the City of Ceuta). In the second cycle of ECEC (3 years and over), demand and supply are 
balanced in all educational Administrations. 

Figure B7: Demand and supply of ECEC places, 2018/19 

a) early age b) around age 3 

  

c) last year of ECEC  

 

 

 Demand is higher than supply 

 Demand is met 

 Data not available 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

This figure provides a generalised overview based on reports, surveys and expert estimates. The indicator mainly 
concerns public and publicly subsidised ECEC, but some countries provided an overall assessment. Both centre-based 
and home-based provision are included. The ECEC system is evaluated as a whole, e.g. if demand is higher than supply 
only in one region for the age group considered, the country is marked in the category 'demand is higher than supply'. 





 

65 

 

 

A C C E S S  

SECTION II – PARTICIPATION 

34 % OF CHILDREN UNDER AGE 3 ATTEND CENTRE-BASED ECEC 

Early childhood education and care arrangements for younger children vary in different countries and 
it is difficult to provide meaningful international comparisons of participation rates. In half of the 
European countries analysed, family or social welfare authorities rather than education authorities are 
responsible for ECEC services for the under-3s (see Figure A4). In some of these countries, services 
for these children are not considered to be educational and are therefore not included in the ISCED 
classification scheme, nor in the education statistics which are the main source of international 
comparisons of ECEC participation rates. 

Few European countries guarantee a place in ECEC from a very young age (see Figure B1). Most 
families with children under age 3 face a childcare gap, that is, a period of time when a child is not 
covered either by childcare leave or by a guaranteed place in ECEC (see Figure B3). Families with 
young children struggling to secure a place in subsidised ECEC may opt for informal arrangements, 
such as with babysitters, nannies, relatives or other adults. Home-based ECEC is widespread at this 
stage (see Figure A3); however, no internationally comparable statistics are available on how many 
children are taken care of by childminders.  

Moreover, international comparisons are complicated due to differences in employment and childcare 
leave policies. Several countries either do not provide childcare leave or only compensate parents at 
an adequate rate (65 % of previous salary) for the few first weeks (see Annex to Figure B3). In 
contrast, some Nordic and Central European countries grant childcare leave of more than one year. 
As children do not normally attend ECEC during the childcare leave period, this reduces the ECEC 
participation rates of children under 3. 

Comparable data on ECEC participation for this age group in European countries has, up to now, only 
been available via the European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). 
Readers should bear the above-mentioned cross-country comparability limitations in mind when 
looking at Figure B8, which shows the proportion of children under age 3 in 'formal care'. This includes 
early childhood educational development programmes (ISCED 010) as well as childcare provision that 
falls outside the ISCED classification scheme. Unfortunately, 'formal care' excludes home-based 
provision, which constitutes a significant portion of childcare provision in several countries (see 
Figure A3 and the National System Information Sheets).  

The data reveals that on average, in the EU-28, every third child under age 3 attends some centre-
based ECEC provision. In 2017, therefore, the 'Barcelona target' (35) that childcare should be provided 
for 33 % of children under 3 years old was finally reached. The EU-28 average stood at 34.2 %. 
Thirteen European Union countries (as well as Iceland and Norway) have reached the Barcelona 
target. Denmark stands out with a very high participation rate of under-3s in ECEC, reaching 72 %. 
The participation rates were around 60-65 % in Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Iceland. Every 
other child under age 3 is enrolled in ECEC in Belgium, France, Portugal, Sweden and Norway. In 
Ireland, Spain, Malta, Slovenia, Finland and the United Kingdom, ECEC attendance rates of children 
under 3 range between 33 and 46 %. Germany with an attendance rate of 30 % is close to the target. 

In contrast, ECEC participation among under-3s was especially low (less than 10 %) in Bulgaria, 
Czechia and Slovakia. The rates were between 10 and 20 % in Croatia, Hungary, Austria, Poland, 
Romania, North Macedonia and Serbia.  

                                                 
(35) SN 100/1/02 REV 1, Barcelona European Council, Presidency Conclusions, 2002. 
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Figure B10: Average number of weekly hours in ECEC, (provisional) 2017 
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Explanatory note 

Countries that have only unitary 
settings (see Figure A2b) are 
shaded. 
The data is based on a typical 
(usual) week around the 
reference period, not affected 
by holidays or other special 
circumstances (e.g. illness). 

2016 data for Iceland. 

Source: Eurostat EU-SILC 
Survey [ilc_camnforg0]  
(last update: 30/04/2019).    Children under age 3 

 
 

 EU BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL 
Under age 3 27.4 31.1 36.9 24.1 34.7 32.0 34.7 22.6 27.0 25.0 31.1 39.4 27.7 32.5 38.9 37.0 32.0 35.3 25.6 16.7 
3 years and over 29.5 33.3 35.6 30.3 32.7 31.0 38.5 25.5 25.6 27.1 30.5 35.3 32.7 32.8 41.2 37.9 34.6 35.7 28.1 21.6 
 AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE UK  AL BA CH IS LI ME MK NO RS TR 
Under age 3 21.1 34.4 39.1 22.0 35.8 40.0 31.8 31.8 16.5  : : : 37.3 : : 38.0 33.6 33.7 : 
3 years and over 23.9 33.0 38.5 23.3 36.6 35.5 32.5 35.2 21.0  : : : 38.1 : : : 35.0 : : 

Explanatory note 

This indicator shows the average number of hours per week children are in 'formal care', which includes pre-school or 
compulsory education, childcare in centre-based services outside school hours and childcare at day-care centres. Both 
publicly subsidised and self-financing private/voluntary sectors are within the scope. This excludes home-based care. 

 

Short hours 

Long hours 
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S T A F F  

SECTION I – QUALIFICATIONS AND CONTINUING EDUCATION 

In May 2019, European education ministers stressed the importance of increasing the level of 
professionalisation among the ECEC workforce. This investment in the workforce is crucial since there 
is a positive correlation between better-trained staff and a better quality service. Furthermore, the 
availability of highly qualified staff leads to higher quality staff-child interactions and therefore better 
developmental outcomes for children (1).  

The first section of this chapter focuses on the education, training and support for staff working in the 
sector. Looking first at centre-based staff, it examines the initial qualifications required for core 
practitioners and assistants. It then addresses the qualifications and experience needed to become 
the head of a setting. The section subsequently examines the situation in regulated home-based 
provision, exploring whether initial training or qualifications are needed by childminders. Once staff 
have qualified and been appointed to their first post in the sector, they may benefit from an induction 
period on entry to the profession. An indicator shows whether this induction is compulsory for centre-
based staff. The section concludes with an exploration of the requirements for core practitioners and 
assistants to undergo continuing professional development (CPD).  

The second section of this chapter deals with child-staff ratios and the maximum number of children 
per group, as regulated by the top-level authority. A first indicator focuses on ratios in centre-based 
provision while the second covers regulated home-based provision for children under the age of 3. 

In this chapter, 'ECEC staff' only refers to those professionals who have daily, direct contact with 
children and whose duties involve education and/or care. They have the main responsibility for groups 
of children in an ECEC setting. Their duties usually include designing and delivering safe and 
developmentally appropriate activities in accordance with all relevant programmes/curricula.  

The term 'ECEC staff' does not include the medical/healthcare staff providing support for children's 
physical development such as paediatricians, physiotherapists, psychomotor therapists, nutritionists, 
psychologists or speech therapists. Nor does it include staff who perform only domestic or 
maintenance roles, for example, preparing food and cleaning premises. 

Staff qualifications in ECEC vary across Europe. Moreover, in many countries, teams of people share 
the responsibility for a group of children rather than having a single professional in charge of a whole 
group of children, as is often the case in primary schools. Some countries have set the same minimum 
qualification requirement for all staff members; others have varied job profiles and require different 
qualifications for different positions. In order to account for these different approaches, this report 
makes a distinction between two broad categories of staff: 'core practitioners' and 'assistants'.  

A core practitioner is an individual who leads the practice for a group of children at the class- or 
playroom-level and works directly with children and their families. Core practitioners may also be 
called pedagogues, educators, childcare practitioners, pedagogical staff, pre-school, kindergarten or 
early childhood teachers.  

An assistant is an individual that supports the core practitioner with a group of children or class on a 
daily basis. The qualification requirement for assistants is usually lower than for core practitioners. In 
some cases, this means no formal requirements, while in others the requirement is usually for non-
tertiary vocational education and training or a short cycle of tertiary level qualification. 

                                                 
(1)  Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems. OJ C 189, 

5.6.2019, p. 6. 



 

STAFF 

 

72 

It is important to note that these role descriptions – core practitioners and assistants – are terms used 
for international comparisons and do not necessarily correspond to the actual titles or even the 
functions of ECEC staff. The main distinction between core practitioners and assistants lies in the 
minimum level of qualification required by top-level authorities. If, according to top-level regulations, at 
least one person per team must have a higher qualification level than other staff members working in 
the same group of children, this member of staff is considered in this report as a core practitioner and 
the others as assistants. If all team members are required to have the same qualification, they are all 
considered as core practitioners notwithstanding any higher professional grades available in a specific 
country. 

 

QUALIFICATION REQUIREMENTS FOR CORE PRACTITIONERS ARE USUALLY 
LOWER FOR WORKING WITH YOUNGER CHILDREN THAN OLDER ONES 

The 2019 Council Recommendation on high-quality ECEC systems acknowledged that 'in many 
countries the profession has a rather low profile and status'. It also stressed that, in order to fulfil their 
professional role in supporting children and their families, early childhood education and care staff 
require complex skills and competences, a deep knowledge and understanding of child development 
and an awareness of early childhood pedagogy (2).  

Figure C1: Minimum qualification levels required in ECEC (or education) to become a core practitioner 
in centre-based ECEC settings, 2018/19 

a) Settings for children under the age of 3 b) Settings for children aged 3 and over 

  

 

 
Master's level 
(ISCED 7)  

Bachelor's level 
(ISCED 6)  

Below Bachelor's level 
(ISCED 3-5)  

No 
regulations 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

The Figure shows the minimum levels of qualification required in ECEC (or education) according to top-level regulations. 
The qualifications and their duration in each education system are available in Annex A. Where the top-level authority 
requires only a minimum level of general education rather than a specific initial qualification related to ECEC or 
education to become a core practitioner, the country is shown as having no regulations. 

Country-specific notes  

Estonia: Figure C1a shows the situation in Koolieelne lasteasutus. The minimum qualification in Lapsehoiuteenus is 
below Bachelor's level. 

                                                 
(2)  Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems. OJ C 189, 

5.6.2019, p. 6. 
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In two other countries, the minimum qualification level required to become a head in settings is the 
same across the whole ECEC phase but it is below ISCED 6: in Austria, the minimum qualification 
level is ISCED 5, and in Czechia ISCED 3. In Slovakia, there are no minimum qualification require-
ments for heads in settings for younger children and the minimum is ISCED level 3 for older children. 

Figure C3: Minimum qualification levels to become a head of centre-based ECEC setting, 2018/19 

a) Settings for children under the age of 3 b) Settings for children aged 3 and over 

  

 

 
Master's level 
(ISCED 7)  

Bachelor's level 
(ISCED 6)  

Below Bachelor's level 
(ISCED 3-5)  

No  
regulations 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

The Figure shows the minimum qualification levels according to top-level regulations. The qualifications required do not 
necessarily relate to ECEC or education. See Annex A for the minimum duration of the qualification.  

Country-specific notes  

Belgium (BE fr): Figure C3a shows the situation in the public and the private publicly-funded sectors. In the private self-
financing sector, the minimum requirement is at ISCED level 4. 
Belgium (BE nl): Figure C3a shows the situation for settings with at least 18 places. For those with fewer places, the 
minimum qualification for heads is at ISCED level 3. 
Germany: The Figure shows the situation in most Länder. 
Estonia: Figure C3a shows the situation in Koolieelne lasteasutus. There are no regulations in Lapsehoiuteenus. 
Spain: Figures C3a and C3b show the situation in the public sector. No minimum qualification level is required in the 
private sector, except in Principado de Asturias (same level as in the public sector). 
Italy: Requirements for heads in settings for younger children are a matter for regional autonomy.  
Luxembourg: Figure C3a shows the situation for settings with at least 40 places. For those with fewer children, the 
minimum qualification level is at ISCED level 4. In settings for older children, teachers elect a committee and its 
president. This individual has some management tasks but no hierarchical authority, as this is the responsibility of the 
regional director. Figure C3b shows the requirements for becoming a regional director. 
Portugal: Priority should be given to ECEC teachers qualified at ISCED level 7. 
 

Finally, in four education systems, there are no top-level regulations on minimum qualification levels 
for heads in any centre-based ECEC settings (Denmark, Ireland, the Netherlands and Sweden). Nor 
are there any for settings with older children in the United Kingdom (England and Northern Ireland) 
although, in practice, they are qualified teachers with a Bachelor's degree. 

It is also interesting to compare the minimum qualification requirements for heads and core 
practitioners in countries where there are regulations on both. Indeed, previous experience as a core 
practitioner is a criteria for the recruitment of heads in several European education systems (see 
Figure C4). In addition, becoming a head may be a way for core practitioners to be promoted in some 
education systems. For settings with younger children, heads must have a higher level of qualification 
than core practitioners in almost half of the education systems. For settings with older children, the 
same minimum qualification level is required for both posts in two thirds of countries. 
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Figure C5: Minimum qualification levels and specific training required to become a childminder in 
regulated home-based provision, 2018/19 

 

  

 
Minimum qualification in ECEC 
or education is required 

 Specific ECEC training is required 

 No such requirements 

 No regulated home-based provision 

 

Source: Eurydice. 

Minimum level of qualification in ECEC (or education) and/or minimum duration of specific ECEC training 

 BE fr BE nl DE EE IE FR HR LV LU HU 
ISCED level  3  4 4     4 

Specific ECEC training (min. duration in hours) 1 053  30-300   120 400 40 140 100 
 MT NL AT PL PT SI SK FI CH IS 

Specific ECEC training (min. duration in hours)   60-300 160 800    25-60 varies 
ISCED level 4 3    3 3 3   

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

The Figure shows the minimum qualification level and specific training in ECEC according to top-level regulations. 

Where the minimum qualification is only in general education rather than a specific initial vocational qualification in 
ECEC, it is not shown.  

Country-specific notes  

Belgium (BE fr), Croatia, Cyprus, Portugal and North Macedonia: A minimum qualification at ISCED level 3 is 
required but not necessarily related to ECEC or education. 
Belgium (BE nl): The new Parliamentary Act on Childcare for Babies and Toddlers, which took effect in April 2014 
requires all childminders to have a qualification in ECEC at ISCED level 3 by 2024. 
Spain: Regulated home-based provision only exists in two Autonomous Communities. The Figure shows the minimum 
qualification level in Comunidad Foral de Navarra. In Comunidad de Madrid, childminders must at least be qualified at 
ISCED level 6.  
Croatia: Childminders qualified in ECEC at a level higher than ISCED 3 undertake a shorter version of the specific 
training. 
Italy: This type of provision is managed at regional level. 
Austria: The Figure shows the situation in most Länder. The minimum duration varies between Länder but there are a 
few where no such requirements exist.  
Poland: The number of hours of specific training may be reduced to 40 for childminders with certain qualifications (e.g. 
nursing, child psychology, social care).  
Finland: Other suitable education may also be accepted. 
Switzerland: The Figure shows the situation in the majority of cantons. The minimum duration of the specific training 
varies between cantons but there are a few where no such requirements exist. 
Iceland: Childcare workers must undertake a course organised by the municipality but based on a standard curriculum 
and course material issued by the Ministry of Welfare. Courses vary in duration. 
 

Finally, in one third of the education systems where regulated home-based provision exists, the top-
level authority requires no minimum qualifications and no specific training to become a childminder 
(Belgium – German-speaking Community, Denmark, Italy, Cyprus, Sweden, the United Kingdom – all 
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Figure C7: Status of continuing professional development (CPD) for core practitioners and assistants 
working in centre-based ECEC settings, 2018/19 

a) Staff working with children under the age of 3 b) Staff working with children aged 3 and over 

 
 

 

Mandatory:  For all  Only for core practitioners    No top-level regulations 

A professional duty:  For all  Only for core practitioners  Only for assistants  No assistants 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

The Figure shows the status of CPD according to top-level regulations. 

'Mandatory': CPD is compulsory and the minimum amount of time to be spent on it is specified (data available in 
Annex A). 

'Professional duty': CPD is described as such in the regulations, or it is deemed compulsory but the amount of time to 
be spent on it is not specified.  

'Mandatory for core practitioners only' and 'a professional duty for core practitioners only' means that it is not the case for 
assistants.  

Country-specific notes  

Germany: The Figure represents the situation in most Länder. CPD is mandatory only in Mecklenburg-Western 
Pomerania and Thuringia. Whether assistants are employed to work with either age group depends on the Land.  
Estonia: Figure C7a shows the situation in Koolieelne lasteasutus. In Lapsehoiuteenus, there are no regulations on 
CPD for core practitioners and no assistants. 
Spain: Figure C7a shows the situation in most of the Autonomous Communities. However, in some, such as Illes 
Balears, Comunidad de Madrid and Comunidad Foral de Navarra, CPD is a professional duty for core practitioners. 
Luxembourg: The situation for teachers in éducation préscolaire (for 4- and 5-year-olds) is the same as indicated in 
Figure C7b (for éducation précoce). However, there are no assistants in éducation préscolaire.  
Hungary: CPD is mandatory only for core practitioners qualified at ISCED 6 or higher in pedagogy. For all others, it is 
optional. 
 

In Luxembourg and Romania, CPD is mandatory for all staff, but the minimum duration varies 
according to the category of staff.  

In Luxembourg, core practitioners must undertake on average the same minimum number of hours per year – 32 hours over a 
period of two years for those working with younger children, and 24 hours over three years for those working with older children. 
Educators working in éducation précoce for 3-year-olds together with teachers – and considered as assistants at this education level 
for the sake of the comparative analysis – must undertake at least 40 hours per year. 

In Romania, where no assistants are available in ECEC settings, the minimum duration of CPD for core practitioners is different for 
those working in settings for younger children (90 hours per year) from those working with older children (90 ECTS over a period of 
five years). 

In 10 education systems, CPD is a professional duty for all staff (Belgium – Flemish Community), 
Croatia, Lithuania, Finland, the United Kingdom – England, Wales and Northern Ireland, Bosnia and 



 

SEC TION  I  –  Q U ALIF ICAT IO N S AND  C ON TINU IN G  EDU C ATION 

 

85 

Herzegovina, Iceland and North Macedonia). In five additional countries (Czechia, Italy, Poland, 
Slovakia and Liechtenstein), this applies only to staff working with older children. In France, CPD is a 
professional duty for staff working with younger children but mandatory for those working with older 
ones. 

There is a stronger emphasis on the need for CPD among core practitioners than assistants, and for 
staff working with older children than for those working with younger children. The need for staff to 
undertake CPD activity is also not as much emphasised for ECEC staff compared to school staff. As a 
reference point, during the 2016/17 school year, CPD was mandatory for teachers in primary and 
general secondary education in 21 education systems (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 
2018, p. 58) but only in 12 systems for all ECEC core practitioners. In addition, CPD was considered a 
professional duty for school teachers in 14 education systems, compared with 12 for ECEC.  
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S T A F F  

SECTION II – CHILD/STAFF RATIOS 

THE MAXIMUM NUMBER OF CHILDREN PER STAFF MEMBER  
MORE THAN DOUBLES BETWEEN THE AGES OF 2 AND 4  

Child/staff ratios and group sizes appropriate to children's ages are generally seen as essential if 
children's care and education is to be delivered effectively. However, they are also key factors in 
successfully managing and retaining staff and, consequently, crucial to the process quality in ECEC. 
Workload, in terms of the number of children per staff member, is particularly important. Moreover, low 
ratios and small group sizes help to ensure that every child gets enough one-to-one attention, which is 
important for children's social and emotional development, their physical well-being, and their overall 
learning. Individual interactions with adults help children feel safe and reduce the feeling of being 
overwhelmed – both for children and adults. However, employing more staff, and especially highly 
qualified staff, implies higher costs. Therefore, the regulations regarding ratios and group sizes are a 
compromise between these competing priorities.  

The majority of European countries have introduced top-level regulations for centre-based ECEC on 
this issue. Although, in practice, the actual numbers of children may be lower than the stated 
maximums, the levels set by these regulations provide a useful indication of the standards operating 
across Europe.  

Top-level authorities have different ways of ensuring that sufficient numbers of staff are available for 
the education and care of each child. Many countries regulate both the maximum number of children 
per group and per member of staff. When different types of staff are employed, countries may define 
the ratios accordingly, e.g., per core practitioner and assistant. In some countries, the maximum 
number of children per group is not specified, but the maximum number of children per staff member 
and/or core practitioner is defined. Yet others regulate the maximum number of children per group, 
leaving ECEC settings the freedom to determine which types of staff – core practitioners with or 
without assistants – and how many children to assign to the groups. The limits are usually formulated 
taking into account children's ages. As children get older and more independent, the maximum 
numbers are allowed to increase. 

In order to provide an overview, Figure C8 shows the maximum number of children per staff member 
and per group for ages 2 and 4. These ages are significant in that they are in the middle of the two 
main stages of ECEC in split systems. Up to age 3, countries usually provide childcare-type provision 
or early childhood educational development (ISCED 010) programmes. From age 3, children attend 
pre-primary education (ISCED 020) programmes. Detailed tables with the data by age (from 0 to 5) 
are available in Annex A. 

Not all education systems regulate both aspects shown in Figure C8 in their top-level regulations. In 
order to enable a comparison across education systems, the information gap has been filled by 
calculating the missing ratios (see explanation on the methodology in Annex A). This indicator is 
therefore a proxy to understand the way provision for each age group is staffed. More information on 
the methodology for this calculation is available in Annex A. 

The maximum number of children per group is higher for children at age 4 than at age 2. In most 
education systems, the maximum group size increases from between 12 and 16 children at age 2 to 
between 23 and 25 children at age 4. The differences between European countries are significant. For 
2-year-olds, the maximum number of children per group varies between 9 in Romania and 24 in 
Czechia. For 4-year olds, the maximum is set at 19 in Malta and 30 in the United Kingdom (England 
and Wales). Only one country has the same maximum group size for both ages. 
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In Slovenia, the regulations specify that the maximum number of children per childminder is six, 
without referring specifically to children's ages.  

Finally, regulations may also offer a certain degree of flexibility, allowing childminders to look after one 
or two additional children. This mainly happens when there are specific family situations such as 
multiple births, or when there is a lack of adequate ECEC provision in a local community or region.  
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E D U C A T I O N A L  G U I D E L I N E S  

SECTION I – GENERAL FRAMEWORK 

Enhancing the quality of early childhood education and care in parallel with efforts to increase access 
and participation is crucial, as emphasised in the Council Recommendation on High Quality Early 
Childhood Education and Care Systems (1). Only high quality ECEC can provide the strong 
foundations in early learning and development that children need to successfully complete their 
education, particularly if they come from disadvantaged backgrounds. According to the NESSE 'Early 
Matters' symposium conclusions (2008), evidence shows that poor quality early childhood services 
may impair future educational performance.  

This chapter focuses on the core processes taking place within ECEC. The way caring, teaching and 
learning is organised largely determines the quality of ECEC provision. Caring processes fulfil not only 
basic needs but they also enhance children's well-being, learning and development, as they involve 
intensive communication between children and staff. A well-balanced combination of care and 
education provides the ideal conditions for children's cognitive, social and physical development, 
helping them to develop self-confidence and build a positive self-image (Einarsdottir, 2015; Pramling, 
Doverborg and Samuelsson, 2017). The activities that children love – playing, running, jumping and 
climbing; listening to stories, drawing and doing craftwork; making music, singing and dancing; 
observing, exploring, cooking, gardening and picnicking, can be used to provide positive learning 
experiences (e.g. Klette, Drugli and Aandahl, 2018). Rich and varied activities – based on well-defined 
objectives that ensure progress towards the desired learning outcomes, foster communication 
between children and staff and encourage parent participation – are essential elements of high quality 
education and care (European Commission, 2014). To support practitioners in achieving this level of 
provision, most top-level authorities across Europe publish official educational guidelines. 

The first section of this chapter examines which education systems have issued top-level guidelines 
that set out the educational component of ECEC; it also investigates whether ECEC settings develop 
their own pedagogical plans. The objectives, educational content and teaching approaches, as 
recommended in the top-level educational guidelines, are examined. This section concludes with an 
investigation into assessment practices in ECEC.  

The second section focuses on measures to facilitate the transition between ECEC and primary 
education. It discusses admission to primary education and the decision-making process involved in 
this procedure. The chapter also discusses the measures to ensure pedagogical continuity between 
ECEC and primary education. 

Finally, the chapter examines two types of targeted support measures in ECEC: it looks firstly at 
measures to develop children's language competences, both in the language of instruction and in the 
home language; and secondly it addresses the support available to parents of children in ECEC.  

 

                                                 
(1)  Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (OJ C 189, 

5.6.2019). 
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ECEC SETTINGS MUST DRAW UP THEIR OWN PEDAGOGICAL PLAN  
IN A MAJORITY OF COUNTRIES  

In many European countries, the top-level guidelines for centre-based ECEC provision serve as a 
basis for the regional, local or setting level themselves to develop more detailed guidance, 
programmes or plans. Hence, in federal systems as well as in Italy, where significant regional 
autonomy exists, the Länder, the Autonomous Communities and the regions are responsible for 
providing more detailed education programmes for ECEC. In Finland, the responsibility for further 
elaborating the National Core Curriculum for ECEC lies with the ECEC provider at local level, i.e. the 
municipality. In several education systems, the top-level guidelines serve as a reference point for 
producing a pedagogical plan within each ECEC setting. The term pedagogical plan includes any 
curricula, or teaching related activity or work plan, programme, project or model (see Figure D2).  

Formulating a pedagogical plan at the setting level allows provision to be adapted to the local context 
and the needs of children. It is also a way to ensure staff have a shared understanding of the 
pedagogical principles which should guide their work. This might be particularly useful when the top-
level education guidelines are very broad and not differentiated by age group, or when there are no 
top-level educational guidelines for a given age range.  

ECEC settings must draw up their own pedagogical plan in 28 education systems. In most systems, 
this applies to settings across the whole ECEC phase. However, there are a few exceptions. In 
Luxembourg, Liechtenstein and Switzerland, this applies only to settings for children under 3 years 
old. In Liechtenstein, Kindergarten (for children aged 4-5) must implement the national curricula and 
therefore they do not produce their own education programme. In contrast, broader guidelines are set 
for younger children and so these settings need to establish their own more focused pedagogical plan.  

In Bulgaria, Ireland, Poland and Slovakia, the obligation to set their own programme or curriculum only 
applies to settings for children aged 3 years and over. To support their educational activities, ECEC 
settings for younger children in Ireland may implement a variety of curricula of their choice guided by 
the national framework Aistear. In contrast, Bulgaria, Poland and Slovakia have no top-level guidelines 
containing an educational component for younger children and settings do not have to develop their 
own pedagogical plans.  

In twelve education systems, the curricula developed at setting level have to be approved by public 
authorities, which are often also in charge of accreditation, evaluation or improving the quality of 
ECEC settings (see Figure E2). In Germany, the approval of the setting's pedagogical plan by the 
regional or local Youth Welfare services is part of the accreditation procedure. In Switzerland, there 
are no top-level education guidelines applying to settings for under-3s. Therefore, in order to ensure 
that some pedagogical objectives and activities are set for younger children the majority of the cantons 
require day-care centres to draw up a pedagogical plan as a condition of accreditation. In France, 
Luxembourg and Hungary, the bodies in charge of evaluating the settings for children under 3 years 
also validate their pedagogical plan. In Lithuania and Iceland, the municipalities, which have 
responsibilities in ensuring the quality of ECEC settings, are in charge of approving the settings' 
programme for the whole ECEC phase. The inspectorate approves the plan or curricula drawn up by 
pre-primary schools in Spain, Hungary, as well as France, where it is used to identify the continuing 
professional development (CPD) needs of staff. In Latvia, the State Education Quality Centre 
approves the ECEC settings' curricula. In Slovenia, the annual work plan of the kindergarten has to be 
approved by the municipality.  
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Across the countries concerned, two different but complementary perspectives of digital education can 
be found: (1) the pedagogical use of digital technologies to support and enhance learning and 
(2) teaching and the development of children's digital competences.  

In some education systems (e.g. Bulgaria, Denmark, Spain, Cyprus and Sweden) top-level 
educational guidelines emphasise the pedagogical use of digital technologies to support the learning 
process without specifying the digital competences to be developed. The recommended activities 
include, for instance, reading digital books, exploring nature and science with digital devices such as 
webcams and GPS, experiencing and producing art using digital forms of expression, or playing 
games on computers.  

In other education systems, top-level guidelines specify the digital competences that children should 
start developing during ECEC, encompassing the most basic competences set in the Digcomp 2.0 
Framework (Carretero et al., 2017). While the problem-solving competence is only mentioned in the 
United Kingdom's (Scotland), Curriculum for Excellence, the four other global competences of the 
Framework (Communication, Digital content creation, Information and data literacy, and Safety) are 
each addressed in several education systems. For instance, the communication competence is 
included in the national curricula for pre-primary school in France by recommending that children 
contact each other using digital tools. Information and data literacy are, for example, referred to in the 
top-level guidelines for pre-school in Lithuania, which recommend 'children using ICT-based 
educational material to collect and assess information'. Creating and editing digital information is also 
addressed, for instance, in the ECEC curriculum in all the German-speaking Cantons of Switzerland, 
which set as competences to be acquired: filing and finding documents; turning on/off devices and 
programmes, and making use of basic functions. Finally, a safe, careful and responsible use of digital 
technologies is emphasised, for instance, in Norway. 

According to the Norwegian Framework Plan for Kindergartens (UDIR, 2017), 'staff shall be actively involved with children when 
using digital tools. Digital tools must be used with care and not become a dominant practice. Kindergartens shall exercise sound 
digital judgement and help the children develop an early ethical understanding of digital media.' 

In addition to digital education as such, it is important to mention that digital technologies are also 
addressed during ECEC as a necessary component for the development of children's understanding 
of the world and as an acknowledgment of the importance of these technologies in their daily life and 
more broadly in society. 

Finally, not many countries have identified learning or development areas other than those already 
mentioned. Poland and Serbia, however, indicate that their educational guidelines emphasise the 
importance of nature and ecology. 

BALANCED PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES IN ECEC 

The countries that have top-level educational guidelines usually recommend certain pedagogical 
approaches to ECEC settings. However, this is not the case for older children in Belgium (Flemish 
Community) nor in the Netherlands, where the guidelines applying to these settings are rather more 
objective-oriented, focusing on development goals, attainment targets or core objectives.  

In the education systems that do address pedagogy in their educational guidelines, some common 
approaches are recommended for the whole ECEC phase. This is the case of learning through play, 
which is a crucial element in the early development stage (4). Both free and structured play are 
referred to in the top-level educational guidelines of most countries. For instance, according to the 

                                                 
(4) Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (OJ C 189, 

5.6.2019). 
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Framework Plan for Kindergarten in Norway (UDIR 2017), 'Play shall be a key focus in kindergarten, 
and the inherent value of play shall be acknowledged. Kindergartens shall make good provision for 
play, friendship and children's own culture. Play shall be an arena for children's development and 
learning and for social and linguistic interaction. Kindergartens shall inspire and make room for 
different kinds of play both outdoors and indoors'.  

Figure D4: Pedagogical approaches in ECEC settings, 2018/19 

 

 

Free and/or structured play 

Adults listening to children play and 
encouraging their thinking  

Adult-initiated activities 

Child-initiated activities 

Both/balance between  
adult- and child-initiated activities 

 

Focus on group/collaboration 

 

Focus on individual learning 

Both/balance between  
group and individual learning 

 

ICT-based activities 

 

Minimum time for  
outdoor activities defined 

Parent/family involvement 
in children's learning 

 

Not applicable: 
no top-level educational guidelines 

  

 

Left 
Provision for children under 3 years  

Right 
Provision for children aged 3 years and over 

Source: Eurydice. 

Explanatory note 

The Figure reflects the content of the top-level educational guidelines. Pedagogical approaches limited to pre-primary 
classes (see national sheets and the glossary) are not indicated. See Annex D for the specific documents referred to as 
top-level educational guidelines in each country.  

Country-specific notes  

Ireland: The top-level educational guidelines only refer to free play (and not to structured play) across the whole ECEC 
phase.  
Malta and North Macedonia: The top-level educational guidelines for settings for younger children only refer to free 
play, not to structured play. 
Portugal: There are no specific educational guidelines for settings for under-3s but the Curricular Guidelines for Pre-
school Education, designed for ECEC settings for children age 3 and over, emphasise the need for common 
pedagogical approaches and principles for the whole phase before entering compulsory schooling. 
Sweden: A stronger focus on adult-initiated activities starts in pre-primary classes (förskoleklass) for 6-year olds.  
Bosnia and Herzegovina: ICT-based activities start in pre-primary classes. 
Turkey: The top-level educational guidelines for settings for younger children only refer to structured play, not to free 
play.  








































































































































































































































