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1. Introduction  

The report presents the findings of data gathered to evaluate the implementation of the 

30 Hours Free Childcare policy in Northumberland. The research in Northumberland was 

part of a larger study commissioned by the Department for Education (DfE) to evaluate 

eight local authorities that tested the implementation of the extended funded hours for 3 

and 4 year olds from September 2016. The evaluation has been carried out by a team 

led by Frontier Economics and including researchers from the University of East London 

and NatCen Social Research. 

In this chapter, we provide an overview of the 30 Hours Free Childcare policy. We then 

outline the aims of the case studies and the methodology used to gather the evidence in 

Northumberland. In the final part of the chapter we present a brief overview of the 

childcare market in Northumberland before the extended hours offer was introduced. 

1.1 The 30 Hours Free Childcare policy   

From September 2017, the 30 Hours Free Childcare policy will be rolled out nationally to 

all local authorities in England. This policy will extend the current entitlement from 15 

hours per week of free early education for 3 and 4 year olds to 30 hours per week for 

children with working parents. The aim of the policy is to support parents to work or to 

work longer hours through the additional funded hours, by driving greater flexibility in the 

offer and enhancing accessibility for families that currently face barriers when taking up 

funded provision. 

The Early Implementation (EI) of the 30 Hours Free Childcare programme began in 

September 2016 in eight local authorities. The role of the EI programme is to generate 

learning to help refine implementation plans for the national rollout and to provide early 

insights in to the responses of childcare use in relation to parental employment. Initially, 

funding was provided by DfE for 415 places in seven of the local authorities and for all 

eligible children in the eighth authority. The programme was administered through a 

Grant Funding Agreement, which included requirements for the delivery of extended 

hours funded places, as well as a specific focus for each authority around the themes of: 

• Promoting a flexible offer and supporting efficiency  

• Supporting access for groups facing barriers to take-up of funded provision 

• Introducing approaches supporting parents to return to work.  

1.2 Aims of the case studies  

Case studies were carried out in the eight EIs to: 
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• Provide a detailed understanding of different approaches for delivering the extended 

offer and the rationale underpinning different delivery models. 

• Explore key challenges in relation to capacity building and take-up and different 

approaches for dealing with them. 

• Identify facilitators and barriers to successful implementation in diverse local 

contexts and for programmes with different foci (e.g. rurality, children with special 

educational needs or a disability (SEND)).  

• Explore perceptions of how the programme is affecting (or failing to affect) the 

nature of the local childcare market in response to the needs of working parents and 

families who face barriers to take-up. 

1.3  Methodology  

The case studies gathered in-depth data to explore how the programme worked from 

different perspectives. Between January and March 2017 qualitative interviews, that 

allowed participants to discuss their views and experiences in their own words, were 

carried out with: 

• Local authority Early Years (EY) staff and other stakeholders who supported 

the programme’s implementation. A total of five respondents took part in these 

interviews in Northumberland.  

• EY and childcare settings of different types and sizes located in different parts of 

the local authority. This included both settings that provided the extended hours 

and those that did not. Ten providers were interviewed in Northumberland. 

• Parents who were purposively selected to cover key areas of interest, diverse 

responses to the extended hours offer and from a wide socio-economic profile. In 

Northumberland eight parents who had taken up the extended funded hours were 

interviewed. 

This in-depth qualitative data was complemented with statistical evidence from surveys of 

providers and parents, and the EY and School Censuses.  

• Surveys of all providers who delivered the extended hours and all parents who 

had taken part in the programme were carried out between January and March 

2017. The samples for the surveys were provided by local authorities. 

Respondents were invited to complete the survey online or over the phone: 

o 92 providers from Northumberland completed the survey, 71% of those who 

were invited to take part 

o 353 parents from Northumberland took part in the survey, a response rate 

of 70%. 

• Data was drawn from the 2016 and 2017 EY census and School Censuses and 

from some additional data collected in January 2017 by the eight EIs. The 
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censuses provide data on all children receiving funded hours and settings 

providing these hours, although the precise nature of that information differs 

between the two censuses. The additional element undertaken in 2017, involved 

collecting information on the number of extended hours received by each child and 

whether these hours were spread throughout the year.1 

Figure 1.1 Overview of the evidence sources used in this report  

 

1.4  The local area and its childcare market 

The most recent Child Care Sufficiency Assessment describes Northumberland as a 

diverse county with a population of 315,800 dispersed over a wide geographical area in 

primarily rural communities. Northumberland is the sixth largest county in England, but 

has the smallest population density. The population has decreased slightly in recent 

years, but it is expected to increase in the next two decades. 

The unemployment level is higher than the national average, particularly in some very 

deprived parts of the county, although the county also includes some affluent areas 

where employment levels are high. There is considerable seasonal work from agriculture 

                                            
 

1 The statistics from the census data presented in this report may have small discrepancies with those 

published elsewhere for several reasons: the local authorities may count places and children using 

extended hours in a slightly different way; the EY census data for 2017 used for this report was a 

preliminary version; for a range of other technical reasons which are covered in the national evaluation 

report. 

. 

Programme 
implementation: 

• 5  in-depth interviews 
with the EY teams and 
other key stakeholers 

Providers' responses: 

• 10 in-depth interviews

• Survey of 92 providers 

• 133 providers in the EY 
and School Censuses  

Families' responses: 

• 8 in-depth interviews

• Survey of 353 parents 

• 654 children in the EY 
and School Censuses
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and tourism and the economic climate can change rapidly in response to developments 

in these two industries. 

The childcare market is stable and there is good sufficiency across the county in terms of 

the 15 hours offer. In most of the county the market is dominated by private and voluntary 

providers who have expanded considerably in recent years, largely because of the 

introduction of the 2 year olds offer. In areas dominated by seasonal work providers have 

adapted well to fluctuations in demand over the course of the year. Urban areas present 

a different picture whereby most provision is delivered by schools, although private 

provision has been growing since the introduction of the 2 year olds offer.  

1.6  The report 

In chapter 2 we outline Northumberland’s approach to testing the delivery of the 

extended funded hours, as well as challenges and facilitators in implementing the 

programme. 

In chapter 3 we discuss providers’ responses to the programme, if and how sufficiency 

and flexibility were achieved in response to parental demand and views on the financial 

implications of the extended funded hours. 

In chapter 4 we examine parents’ take-up of the extended funded hours. We explore how 

they became aware of the offer, how they accessed the extended hours and their 

experiences of the offer. We then look at changes in childcare arrangements and 

parental work, as well as exploring parents’ perceptions of the impacts of the offer on 

families. 

In chapter 5 we discuss how the extended funded hours may affect children’s 

experiences, particularly as they may be spending more time in a setting, or in various 

settings with the use of multiple providers. 

In chapter 6 we conclude by summarising key lessons learnt from Northumberland’s 

experience of the early implementation of the extended funded hours. 

Finally, a note on terminology: 

• We refer to funded hours taken over and above the initial 15 hours in the Free 

Early Education Entitlement as the “extended funded hours” or “extended hours”. 

• The term “childcare” is applied to all hours taken under the initial Free Early 

Education Entitlement and the 30 Hours Free Childcare policy (and to additional 

paid hours), but it is acknowledged that these hours could be better described as 

“early education” when their primary purpose is to improve child development and 

school readiness.     
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2. Delivery model  

In this chapter, we describe the aims of the Northumberland EI programme, its key 

features and funding arrangements. We then consider challenges and facilitators in 

implementing the programme in Northumberland.  

2.1  Aims of the local programme  

Northumberland was allocated DfE funding to initially deliver 415 places and then an 

additional 260 places, as well as development funding to test the flexibility of the 

extended hours and access to them for rural families. The programme aimed to:  

• Support providers to form partnerships to offer the extended hours 

• Develop innovative multi-media techniques to engage and consult parents 

• Create feedback mechanisms to inform best practice on successfully delivering 

the extended hours.  

The approach developed in Northumberland was reported to have been influenced by: 

• A focus on the need to develop innovative ways of delivering the offer by 

promoting a culture of positive change. The message to providers was: 

 'The world is changing. You've got an opportunity here; take my advice and grab 

it if you can.'  

• A positive and ‘can do’ attitude aimed at countering the negative publicity 

surrounding the programme. When the first news stories about the 

unsustainability of the funding rate emerged, the EY team promptly intervened to 

 ‘…nip that in the bud before we get taken down that path … the portal was open 

for parents to apply and we had 250 applications at that point. So we just never 

stopped … managing parents' expectations … trying to get providers ready … 

nothing ever stopped us from just knowing that those children would get a place 

and we would do it. We just had to keep going.’  

2.2 Key features of the local programme  

The approach developed by Northumberland was underpinned by three features:  

• A rural focus: with places allocated to families living in the more rural areas. 

• Data driven: to build on the authority’s experience of effectively using data in 

childcare sufficiency and planning. A range of data sets were used to develop a 

fair, transparent and efficient way of rationing places to families in the more rural 

areas and refining the model as new places were made available.  



11 

• Parent-led: eligible families could choose any provider across the county as, 

‘parental demand is the strongest motivation for growth in the market’. Brokerage 

was made available to parents to help them secure places that met their needs. 

 

• Empowering providers: through workshops and tailored support, providers were 

helped to identify a range of options for delivering the extended hours that could 

work for their setting. 

2.2 Funding arrangements  

Funding was provided by DfE to deliver 675 extended hours places and Northumberland 

had discretion to decide how to make this funding available to providers.  

The Northumberland DfE funding rate is one of the lowest in the country, and this shaped 

decisions about the local funding rate for the extended hours. The approach developed in 

Northumberland was based on a ‘blended’ funding rate for the first and second 15 hours 

of £3.74 an hour, as it was believed that different rates for the universal entitlement and 

the extended hours would not work. For example, different rates would create difficulties 

when the offer was taken in two different settings. However, Northumberland 

experienced considerable difficulties in securing DfE funding to cover a blended rate, 

resulting in it being agreed on in December 2016, four months after the launch of the 

programme. 

At the time of the visit, a consultation with providers about the future funding rate had just 

been completed and the preferred option was a single rate of £4 an hour for all the 30 

hours.  

It was believed that most providers adhere to guidance on additional charges, although a 

handful were using loopholes and have been reported by parents. The EY team were 

aware of who they were and were engaging with them to ensure compliance with 

guidance for delivering funded hours.  

Payment to providers is termly with 75% paid upfront based on an estimate, with 

adjustments made at headcount and the final payment in the second part of the term. 

The payment system calculates what providers can claim for the first payment based on 

allocation of places. The payment statement providers receive clearly shows what they 

have been paid for (i.e. type of entitlement, number of hours, rate of pay, deprivation 

supplement) and the respective interim and final payment amounts.  

2.3  Implementation challenges and facilitators  

Challenges experienced when implementing the programme were related to its national 

promotion and implementation, including: 
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• Not having an agreed funding rate until December 2016, which resulted in 
difficulties in sustaining the recruitment drive and, ‘it stopped us in our tracks’. 
 

• While DfE frontline staff were supportive, the programme timetable was 

unrealistic, which resulted in the late identification of deadlines and problems:  

‘...it's a massive frustration in terms of getting too far down a road with too little 

information and then having to unpick some of the work you've done to get you 

back to where you were.’  

 

• Negative national publicity which demotivated some providers who appeared to 

focus on the difficulties, rather than take a creative approach to how the offer 

could work for them. 

 

Factors that supported the EI team to implement the programme included: 

 

• An effective multi-service team for implementation:  

o the information team were key as Northumberland’s approach would not 

have been possible if it had been paper based  

o the data team who enabled effective and transparent development and 

refining of the approach for rationing places 

o the finance team who quickly adapted the payment system and ensured it 

worked effectively from the beginning   

o Families Information Services who dealt with queries from and guided 

parents. 

  

• The local authority’s capacity to provide effective digital solutions to support 

planning. These were key in developing, refining and implementing their approach. 

This also helped to negotiate a funding rate with DfE and to develop an efficient 

payment system. 

 

• A supportive leadership that enabled the EY team to think differently and 

creatively, they were ‘given a license to be really brave, to take some risks’, which 

helped them to remain positive and motivated.  

 

• Resources from the Early Innovator funding facilitated development work and an 

exploration of more effective ways to support sufficiency and flexibility. 

 

• A good relationship with providers who encouraged the EY team to bid for the EI 

programme. Open and honest exchanges took place regarding the difficulties and 

challenges presented by the extended hours offer and possible solutions were 

jointly explored, ‘…they know we would do our upmost to support them’. 
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3.   Provision of places  

In this chapter, we explore: 

• Factors that influenced providers’ decision to take part in the programme 

• The types of settings offering the extended hours and the kind places offered  

• How sufficiency and flexibility were supported and achieved  

• Financial sustainability of the offer  

• Challenges and facilitators experienced by providers.  

3.1 Taking part in the programme  

When providers were asked in the survey the reasons for taking part in the programme 

(Figure 3.1), the majority mentioned encouragement from the local authority (79%) and 

wanting to support the policy (74%). These motivators were closely followed by parental 

demand (69%) and concern that parents would go elsewhere if the provider did not offer 

the extended funded hours (58%). 

Figure 3.1 Reasons for participating in the extended hours programme  

 

Source: EI Evaluation Survey of Providers 2017 

The qualitative interviews with providers found that:  

• In the interest of their parents benefiting from the offer, providers trialled how it 

could be adapted to fit their business model, even when they had some 

reservations about the sustainability of the funding arrangements. 

0

0

0

2%

13%

31%

46%

58%

69%

74%

79%

Trial the extended hours in the setting

Felt obliged to take part

Provide continuity of care to eligible children

Other

Information from professional organisations

Government information

A good business opportunity

Concerned that parents would go elsewhere

Parents requested the extended hours

Wanted to support the extended free hours offer

LA invitation/encouragement
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• For some providers participation in the programme was largely about retention. 

There was a concern that eligible parents that were already at the setting would go 

elsewhere if the extended funded hours were not offered. 

• The programme gave some settings the impetus to implement changes they had 

been considering for some time, for example, to meet the needs of working 

families or to re-organise their sessions to improve children’s learning 

experiences.   

Reasons for not taking part in the programme, included: 

• Low level of demand. Some providers felt that the EI programme had not 

generated sufficient demand to cover the additional costs of offering the extended 

hours, which would have involved increasing their staff numbers. 

• Concerns about the overall impact on the school, as schools largely rely on their 

nursery classes to feed into reception. If a nursery class was usually full and could 

not expand, they would need to reduce the number of pre-schoolers to 

accommodate the extended hours and there were concerns about the knock-on 

effect this would have on the reception intake. 

• The suitability of schools to provide the extended hours offer was questioned as it 

is targeted at working families who typically need provision for a long day. 

Teacher-led provision is not appropriate for a long day:  

‘I think it’s a different role from what we do here… if they were having to do this all 

day, it would be too much for them…I don’t see how we could offer those [teacher-

led activities] from 7am until 6pm in this setting.’ 

3.2 Profile of funded providers and places 

The census data shows that by the spring term 654 of the 675 extended hours places 

Northumberland was funded to deliver had been taken up. As shown in Figure 3.2, most 

places (59%) were delivered by private and voluntary settings. However, school nursery 

classes also delivered 31% of places which is considerably higher than other EIs, with 

the average across all eight being less than 13%.   

Table 3.1 shows that whilst private and voluntary settings were most likely to deliver the 

extended funded hours, over half of funded childminders and just over a third of 

maintained settings were also delivering extended places. 

The census data shows that 40% of these settings were also providing funded places to 

2 year olds and only 18% had not been funded by the local authority the previous year. 

The average (mean) number of places per provider was 5, reflecting the large number of 

settings delivering the extended hours: 133 providers were involved in the programme, 

51% of all funded providers. 



15 

 

Figure 3.2 Distribution of extended hours places across provider types 

 

Source: EY Census 2017 and School Census 2017  

 

Table 3.1 Proportions of funded providers delivering extended hours  

 C 

Private 63% 

Voluntary 73% 

Childminder 55% 

Maintained 35% 

 

All types 

 

51% 

Source: EY Census, School Census and additional EI data collection, January 2017  

3.3 How sufficiency is supported and achieved  

A key aim of the EI programme was to test adjustments required to meet any additional 

demand generated by the extended hours, with a specific focus on rural areas in the 

case of Northumberland.  

Supporting sufficiency  

Nationally, negative publicity surrounding the policy and its funding rate initially 

influenced providers’ attitudes, with some assuming it would not be feasible. Therefore, 

the EY team had to work towards overcoming these attitudes:  

Private, 40%

Voluntary, 19%

Childminder, 5%

School nursery 
class, 31%

Unclassified, 5%
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‘I think the key one was really £3.74 over a ten-hour day, that's £37.40. The average 

charge across the county for a 3 and 4 years old on a full day is £38. Therefore £37.40 

plus a charge for food…and when people have seen it…as black and white as that, they 

went, “Oh right, then”. So then we moved into stretched entitlement and term-time-only 

models and how much you would actually get for them in blocks rather than that rate. 

People's hackles went down…They relaxed and…became more proactive.’  

A series of workshops were run by the EY team to help providers identify options for 

delivering the extended hours. The workshops covered partnerships, increasing 

occupancy, extending opening times, different models for offering the extended hours 

and cost implications. The EY team thought that most providers successfully created a 

plan they could implement in these workshops without additional input from them. 

However, some tailored follow-up advice was provided to some providers who needed 

additional support with: 

• Calculating true break-even rates as some providers did not know what these 

were. For example, some had been charging the same rate for all ages, meaning 

that fees for older children were subsiding the younger age group. 

• Using staff more effectively in order to increase occupancy. 

• Finding a sustainable way of delivering the extended hours, including the 

identification of transparent and equitable ways of charging costs not covered by 

local authority funding. This was in light of some providers at the top end of the 

market charging well above the funding rate (up to £50 a day), despite the local 

authority funding rate being only slightly below the average fees most settings 

charge.  

• Covering for lunchtime arrangements. For example, schools queried if they would 

still be complying with Early Years Foundation Stage requirements if lunches were 

covered by a lunchtime supervisor rather than a qualified teacher.  

It was hoped that the extended hours would provide a further impetus for childminders’ 

engagement with funded provision, building on their participation in the 2 year olds offer. 

However, their engagement to date has been limited, which is believed to be largely due 

to parental choice and attitudes towards childminders. Hence, work was planned to 

educate parents about the advantages and benefits of childminding provision. 

Achieving sufficiency  

The evidence suggests that only limited change was required to accommodate the offer 

as many parents did not change their childcare arrangements when they became eligible 

for the extended hours and there was spare capacity to meet the increase in demand that 

this generated in the spring term. When the providers’ survey was carried out and most 
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extended hours places had been allocated, providers were still reporting some spare 

capacity:  42% said they ‘definitely’ and 32% said they ‘possibly’ had some spare 

capacity. Only a quarter of settings (26%) reported no spare capacity, considerably lower 

than the figure for all eight EIs (37%). 

As shown in Table 3.2: 

• 24% of providers said the extended hours offer had resulted in an increase in the 

number of funded 3 and 4 year olds and 6% of those with funded 2 year olds 

reported an increase in the number in this group. 

• Only one setting reported a decrease in funded 3 and 4 year olds and none 

reported a decrease in funded 2 year olds because of the extended hours.   

Table 3.2 Whether the number of funded 3-4 year olds and funded 2 year olds 

changed due to extended hours  

 3-4 year olds 2 year olds 

Increased due to extended hours 24% 6% 

Increased not due to extended hours 5% 26% 

No change 67% 61% 

Decreased due to extended hours 1% 0 

Decreased not due to extended hours 2% 7% 

Source: EI Evaluation Survey of Providers 2017 

Sufficiency was achieved through partnership arrangements: the survey found that 26% 

of providers had formed new partnerships to offer the extended hours. It was also 

achieved by increasing staff: 35% of providers reported that they had increased staff 

hours or number of staff to deliver the extended hours. This included 16% who had only 

raised hours, 9% who had only taken on more staff and 10% who had done both. 

3.4  How flexibility is supported and achieved  

Another key aim for the EI programme was to test how the offer could increase flexibility 

by encouraging providers to be more responsive to the needs of working parents. Two 

aspects of flexibility were explored in the evaluation:  

• Changes in opening times to accommodate the needs of eligible families 

• Restrictions to the way the funded hours could be accessed.  
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Supporting flexibility  

In addition to supporting sufficiency the previously mentioned workshops helped 

providers to develop an offer that was flexible and responsive to the needs of working 

parents. The approach developed by Northumberland was underpinned by the 

assumption that giving parents the freedom to choose where to take the extended hours 

would be key to encouraging flexibility: 

‘The plan for flexibility…was the bravest one…we just allowed parents to take their 

entitlement anywhere across the county, so not closing it to any providers…Then letting 

the market manage itself, in that sense, that parents would drive the level of flexibility 

needed.’  

Achieving flexibility  

The providers’ survey found that: 

• 17% of settings had extended their opening hours to offer the extended hours.  

• 19% reported increased flexibility for 3 and 4 year olds taking only 15 funded 

hours, whilst 11% said they limited the flexibility for this group when offering the 

extended hours.  

In the interviews, providers who did not make any adjustments to their opening times 

reported that they were already offering the level of flexibility parents required, as most 

parents did not ask to change their arrangements when they became eligible for the 

extended hours. However, some settings had made, or were planning to make changes 

to increase their flexibility, for example: 

• A playgroup that had previously attempted to offer holiday provision but had found 

that there was not sufficient demand to make it sustainable, was considering 

reintroducing it with the view that the extended hours may mean an adequate 

increase in demand.  

• A school introduced afternoon sessions to offer the extended hours and 

strengthened arrangements with the onsite day nursery to support parents who 

need wraparound provision. As the school head explained: 

‘Some children have gone to the day nursery for wraparound provision in the past, 

but it was the pilot that made us sit down [school and day nursery] and discuss 

how this would work’.  

• In response to parental demand, a school that was not offering the extended hours 

asked a childminder to run a breakfast and an after school club onsite, which was 

run as separate business with its own Ofsted inspection. 
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Use of multiple (typically two) providers also offered flexibility to meet parental demand, 

balancing the needs of the child (e.g. to be in a school nursery class), with the need for 

wraparound provision to cover the working day. However, in rural areas, where settings 

typically have large catchment areas, the use of multiple providers could result in 

complex travel arrangements if providers were located far apart. We found an example 

where this challenge was overcome by a children’s centre that set up a hub with 

transport arrangements to provide wraparound provision for children attending pre-

schools in neighbouring villages. Childminders also reported elaborate transport 

arrangements which could be challenging when working on their own and meant that 

children spent a considerable amount of time travelling.  

When looking at how the extended funded hours could be used by parents, the providers 

survey found that: 

• 42% allowed parents to choose when to take the extended funded hours 

• 48% reported flexibility in offering these hours but also some restrictions 

• 10% said these hours could only be used when specified by the setting. 

Interviews with parents that illustrate how settings limited how the funded hours could be 

accessed will be discussed later. 

The EY team thought that the parent-led approach had worked and that providers have 

changed their offer in response to parental demand. This was particularly noticeable with 

small village schools that were struggling to fill their (pre-school and school) places and 

adapted their offer to enable parents to take the extended funded hours. This would 

appear to be supported by the substantial proportion of schools that were involved with 

the programme, as noted earlier. 

3.5 Financial viability of the offer 

An offer considered financially viable by providers is essential to the success of the 

programme. The financial implications reported by providers in the survey paints a mixed 

picture: 

• 64% of settings reported no effect on occupancy rates, while 31% said these 

increased due to the extended hours.  

• 80% did not introduce new charges or increase them because of the extended 

hours, only 13% reported introducing or increasing their charges. 

• The majority had not increased their fees since they started offering the extended 

hours, but 12% said their fees for 3 and 4 year olds had gone up and 15% of those 

with 2 years old provision had increased fees for this group.  
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• 55% said the extended hours made no difference to their delivery costs, while 

34% reported an increase and 11% a decrease in delivery costs because of the 

extended hours. 

• 30% said the extended hours had no effect on their profit, while 26% reported an 

increase and 45% a decrease in profits due to the extended hours. 

Providers stressed that every setting operates a different business model and what works 

for one setting may not work for another, a view that was reflected in the findings. There 

were providers who reported a financial loss from the extended hours and who were 

planning various measures to make this financially viable in future (e.g. limiting the 

number of funded places, introducing charges for extras, increasing their fees). 

Conversely, for some providers the offer was financially attractive as it was in line with 

what they charged parents, had helped to increase occupancy and provided a stable 

income.  

Another aim of the EIs was to test if and how the extended hours offer could lead to 

greater efficiency, primarily by increasing occupancy levels. As we have seen, a 

substantial proportion of providers said the extended hours offer had led to an increase in 

occupancy levels. However, this did not seem to have been a determining factor in 

making the offer financially viable. Views on its financial viability were primarily based on 

how close the local authority funding rate was to the providers’ rates. 

3.6 Challenges and facilitators  

Challenges reported by providers when delivering the offer included: 

• The release of places at different times and the short window in which parents had 

to apply meant that providers had to deal with many frustrated parents. 

• Insufficient planning time to prepare for the programme, with places confirmed by 

the local authority in late summer. Providers were concerned that this will cause 

problems for the national rollout because of reservations regarding the HMRC 

eligibility system and whether it will be running effectively in time to allow for 

proper planning. 

• Staff recruitment and retention were anticipated to be a challenge going forward if 

expansion is required to accommodate greater demand. This is because the rate 

of pay settings can offer is not sufficiently competitive for what is a very 

demanding job. 

• Higher occupancy levels have resulted in little or no spare capacity to cover 

training and sickness. This is a problem which was compounded by difficulties in 

securing supply cover, as this is less attractive than a permanent post and there is 

a very limited pool of people that settings in rural areas can draw from. 
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Facilitators reported by providers when delivering the offer included:  

• The paper work associated with assessing parents’ eligibility and confirmation of 

the offer was very straightforward. 

• An effective payment system, with swift payments that clearly outlined what 

settings were being paid for. 

• Partnership arrangements, which enabled settings with short opening hours to 

offer a ‘flexible’ package to parents in collaboration with childminders and day 

nurseries. The latter also said they gained from these arrangements as 

wraparound provision helped them to fill some gaps.  

• An increase in demand generated by the offer has meant that some providers 

have been, or hope to be able to increase their flexibility. 

Providers interviewed who needed help to implement the offer said they had been well 

supported by the local authority, particularly in terms of partnership working, setting fees 

and charges, staff requirements and ratios. The survey of providers found that 71% felt 

they had received enough support from the local authority to implement the extended 

hours, just under a fifth (18%) said they would have liked more support, while 11% did 

not need any support with the delivery of the extended hours.  
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4.  Parents’ use of places and work choices 

In this chapter, we discuss: 

• How parents were engaged and supported to access the extended hours 

• The profile of the families accessing the extended hours  

• Experiences of accessing the offer and the flexibility of the extended hours  

• Initial reported impacts of the extended hours. 

4.1 Engaging parents and enabling access 

Parents who took part in the survey were asked how they heard about the offer. As 

shown in Figure 4.1, the most common sources of information were previous or current 

childcare providers (43%) and the local authority (39%). 

Figure 4.1 How parents heard about the extended hours offer  

 

Source: EI Evaluation Survey of Parents 2017 

Predictably, the extended hours were very popular with parents and did not require any 

‘engagement’ work. Once parents received the information about the offer they did not 

need any persuading to apply for it. As a mother of eligible twins expressed, when they 

heard they got the extended funded hours:  

 

‘… it honestly felt like we’d won the lottery, it really did.’ 

In terms of applying for the extended hours and accessing funded provision, brokerage 

support was provided by the Family Information Service, but only one parent was 

reported to have made use of this. Interviews with parents show that:  
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• While some providers encouraged and supported parents to apply for and access 

the extended hours, others were less forthcoming. For example, some highlighted 

the fact that local authority funding was not sufficient to cover the costs of the 

extended hours or gave the impression that they would rather have someone who 

paid for their provision. 

• Parents that lived in rural areas had limited choice. For example, they may have to 

split the funded hours between a school nursery class and a full-time provider, as 

they wanted their child to be in a school environment the year before starting 

reception, but there were no schools in the area that offered wraparound 

provision.   

• Some providers limited how parents could access the funded hours (discussed 

later), which meant that some families could not fully benefit from the offer. 

4.2 Profile of families using the extended hours 

One of the aims of the programme was to test how to make the offer accessible to 

groups who have traditionally faced barriers in accessing childcare and Northumberland 

were asked to focus on access in rural areas. In developing eligibility for the programme, 

the EI team found that the definition of rurality had to be expanded in line with the 

number of places they could offer. While places were taken up by families in the most 

rural areas of the county, as indicated in Table 4.1 only half of these places were in areas 

that would be considered ‘rural’ according to a standard definition of rurality. In other 

words, if this standard and a narrower definition of rurality had been applied, it would not 

have been possible to allocate all places as there were not enough eligible children in 

these areas.  
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Table 4.1 Profile of children using extended hours  

  

Proportion:  

Aged four 33% 

Female 45% 

From different ethnic groups: 

- white 

- black 

- Asian 

- other / mixed 

 

98% 

0 

1% 

1% 

In rural area 51% 

With SEND 1% 

Eligible for the EY Pupil Premium  2% 

Source: EY Census 2017 and School Census 2017 

Note: SEND is defined as having an Education Health and Care plan (EHP) or SEND statement or 

receiving SEND support 

In Northumberland, as in other EIs, extended funded hours were more likely to have 

been taken up by more affluent families. The parents’ survey found that:  

• 92% of extended hour places were taken up by two-parent families.  

• 29% of places were taken up by families where (both) parents worked full-time. 

However, couples where the mother worked part-time and the father full-time 

comprised the largest group (55%). 

• 83% of parents who responded to the survey were qualified at A’ level or above.  

• 30% of families had a household income below £32,000 a year (before tax), 40% 

were in the £31,200-51,599 income bracket and 30% reported an income over 

£52,000. 

• 22% of children had received the two years old offer. 

4.3 Parents’ use of the extended hours   

In this section, we explore how parents accessed the extended hours, including how 

many took the ‘stretched’ offer (i.e. use funded during term time and holidays), the 

number of providers used and the average number of funded and additional paid hours 
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accessed. In the last part of the section we consider payments associated with the 

extended hours. 

The census data (Table 4.2) shows that only 15% of children were taking a stretched 

offer. While the level of use of the stretched offer could reflect parental choice, in the 

interviews some parents said that they were not allowed to, or had not realised that they 

could use the funded hours for holiday provision (discussed later). 

Table 4.2 Childcare usage for children using extended hours  

  

Proportion:  

Spreading over the year 15% 

Using multiple providers 6% 

With additional paid hours 

(if using paid hours) 
16% 

Mean weekly hours:  

Extended 10 

Adjusted extended  10 

Total funded 24 

Paid  

(if using paid hours) 
9 

Total funded + paid 25 

Source: EY Census 2017 and School Census 2017  

Note: Adjusted means weekly funded hours multiplied by 52/38 in cases where the hours are spread 

throughout the year to obtain the term-time only equivalent 

As shown in table 4.2, 6% of children were using multiple providers. The interviews with 

parents identified some difficulties with the administration of funded hours across two 

providers. It was not always clear to parents how many funded hours they could access 

at each provider and when parents paid for additional hours and/or ‘extras’, the providers’ 

calculations of what they had to pay for was particularly confusing. 

Children were accessing an average of 24 funded hours a week, while parents who 

accessed additional hours paid for an average for nine hours a week.  

Interviews with parents suggest mixed experiences of using the funded hours: 
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• Some parents were only able to take the funded hours at specific times, for 

example, they had been told that the funded hours could only cover school hours 

and not the breakfast club. This meant that in some cases parents were not 

taking their full allocation of funded hours while they were paying for additional 

hours. 

• Some parents were not allowed to use the extended funded hours during 

holidays. Others were not aware that they could access funded hours to pay for 

holiday provision, as their setting had not made that clear.  

• Some providers allowed considerable flexibility and supported parents in 

optimising the use of the funded hours. For example, some providers worked out 

the ‘stretched offer’ for parents and allowed them to ‘bank’ any free unused hours 

for ad hoc provision that parents may need. Some parents said help from their 

provider was key to them using their free entitlement effectively as they had not 

realised that hours not used during term time could be used for holidays and ad 

hoc provision.  

The local authority letter confirming eligibility for the extended hours stated the total 

number of funded hours parents were entitled to, explained that they could take the offer 

in different ways, encouraged parents to discuss options for accessing the hours with 

providers and advised them to contact the Family Information Service if they had any 

questions. However, the evaluation found that across all eight EIs parents were not sure 

what conditions providers could and could not impose on the use of the funded hours, 

which caused confusion about charges associated with the ‘free’ hours. Some parents 

did not make any payments or were clear that that they were being asked to pay for 

extras (e.g. food) and that they were not obliged to take these. However, others were not 

sure what they had been charged for, particularly if they were paying for additional hours, 

either because the funded hours did not cover all their needs or because they could not 

use the full entitlement due to the restrictions discussed earlier. Some parents were also 

not aware that they could opt out of chargeable extras.  

4.4 Flexibility of the offer  

Interviews with parents indicate that they had found arrangements that fitted their working 

hours. Predictably, as they were all working parents, they had typically either opted for 

settings that offered full-time provision or used two providers. For example, some were 

using school nursery classes, as they believed it was important for their child to 

familiarise themselves with the ‘school-like’ environment and accepted that this meant 

combining it with a day nursery or childminder to cover their working hours. As discussed 

later, this was not always the arrangement parents would have preferred. 
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As well as providing full-time provision, day nurseries and childminders were reported to 

be more flexible than pre-schools, as they were more likely to allow parents to change 

their days and/or sessions either permanently or on an ad hoc basis.  

While sufficient flexibility for parents to secure the arrangements that met their work 

demands has been noted, inflexibility in how the funded hours could be accessed 

potentially means that parents did not fully benefit from the offer. 

4.5 Initial impacts on families 

The evaluation explored changes in childcare arrangements and working hours since 

parents started accessing the extended funded hours and perceptions its impacts. Care 

should be taken in interpreting changes because we cannot distinguish between what 

may be a direct impact of the extended hours, from changes in childcare use and 

parental work which occur as children age, even in the absence of the extended hours. 

Using parental perceptions of alternative choices in the absence of the extended hours 

as indicative of what they might actually do in the alternative situation should also be 

interpreted with caution.   

As indicated in Table 4.3, 62% of parents in the survey said they were now using more 

childcare than before they became eligible for the extended hours and 54% said they 

would be using less childcare without the extended hours. 

Table 4.3 Changes in childcare arrangements  

  

Since becoming eligible for extended hours parents used:  

Started to use formal childcare  7% 

More hours of childcare than before 62% 

Fewer hours of childcare than before  2% 

Not changed their hours of childcare  29% 

If parents were not receiving the extended hours they 

would: 
 

Use the same number of hours of formal childcare  39% 

Use more hours of formal childcare 1% 

Use fewer hours of formal childcare 54% 

Not be using any formal childcare at all 6% 

Source: EI Evaluation Survey of Parents 2017 



28 

Among families who were already using a provider when they become eligible, 15% said 

they had changed provider to access the extended hours. Predictably, interviews with 

parents show that if a child was already in a setting when they became eligible, they were 

reluctant to change if the child was settled and happy, even if they were displeased about 

the restrictions the setting imposed on the extended hours.  

Table 4.4 shows limited changes in father’s employment since taking up the extended 

hours, while a quarter of mothers reported an increase in working hours. 

Table 4.4 Changes in parental employment since receiving extended hours  

  

Mothers:  

No change in working hours  67% 

Reduced working hours 4% 

Increased working hours 26% 

Entered work 2% 

  

Fathers:  

No change in working hours  90% 

Reduced working hours 2% 

Increased working hours 9% 

Entered work 0 

Source: EI Evaluation Survey of Parents 2017 

Over half (58%) of parents in the survey said the extended hours meant they had slightly 

more money to spend, 23% said they had much more money to spend, while 19% said it 

made no difference to their family finances.  

Interviews with parents illustrate how perceptions of the impacts of the extended hours 

varied. For some families who had made a limited saving or were well off, the extended 

hours were ‘nice to have’ but they had not resulted in changes in working arrangements, 

nor impacted on family finances beyond being able to afford some additional treats for 

the children. However, for other families the offer made a considerable difference, for 

example: 

• Some parents said the offer made it more worthwhile to work; a mother of twins 

said that before the extended hours they had to use their savings to pay for 
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childcare and often wondered if it was worth working, while now they could break 

even.  

• Self-employed parents felt their business had benefited as they were able to put 

more hours in to the business.  

• Parents who had the flexibility to decide when to work said they had been able to 

reduce the amount of work they did in the evenings to save on childcare costs. 

This echoed the findings from shift-workers in other EIs who had previously gone 

with little sleep after some night shifts to minimise childcare costs, who now got 

more sleep. 

• The additional disposable income was reported to have made a considerable 

difference to some families, for example:   

o It enabled some to afford outings, children’s after-school activities and 

holidays that would not have been possible without the saving they had 

made on their childcare bill. 

o More substantial expenditures were possible, for example, home 

improvements.  

o Some parents mentioned peace of mind and avoiding the stress previously 

caused by unexpected expenditures. 
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5. The child’s experience 

In this chapter we consider how children’s experiences may be affected by the extended 

hours when it meant spending longer hours in a setting and using multiple providers. We 

also discuss parents’ views on longer funded hours and shared care arrangements, as 

well as what settings did to ensure positive experiences for children. 

5.1 Long funded hours  

There was considerable interest in how settings may adapt to the ‘30 hours environment’. 

The EY team reported that when working with providers they stressed that any 

adaptations to accommodate the extended hours had to be child centred and had to 

consider the experience from the child’s perspective. 

Settings that changed from offering one session to two sessions a day had to re-plan 

their activities. For example, they had to ensure through key worker groups that children 

who stayed all day had a mix of activities and rest, so bean bags and quiet spaces were 

provided. In settings where 3 and 4 year olds mixed with older children (e.g. schools at 

lunch time or settings that also provided out-of-school provision), staff had to consider 

how this may affect their experience. For example, lunch was staggered to allow the pre-

schoolers to have lunch in a small group with their peers. In a setting that provided an 

after-school club, 3 and 4 year olds were kept in a separate room when school children 

arrived until 4.15pm, to give the school children an opportunity to ‘wind down’ before 

allowing a free flow. Opportunities for 3 and 4 year olds to mix with school aged children 

were also provided as it was believed that it could be beneficial if properly managed. For 

example, they gave siblings the opportunity to be together and some older children 

enjoyed reading and ‘teaching’ the younger children. 

Another issue the EI programme explored was the acceptability of children spending 

longer hours in a setting and both parents and providers were positive about children 

spending extended hours with providers. However, it must be considered that as these 

were mainly settings offering extended hours and parents who were already using them, 

they were unlikely to believe this was having a negative impact on their child. For 

example, the parents’ survey found that only 7% believed their child was spending too 

much time in childcare.   

Parents identified the following benefits of the extended funded hours: 

• Continuity of care: when the extended hours enabled a child to access a setting 

everyday compared with 15 hours, which were used over two and a half days to fit 

with working hours. 



31 

• Better quality provision: when the additional funding enabled parents to use 

both a pre-school as well as a full-time setting, as the former was seen as 

providing better preparation for school. 

• More opportunities to socialise: in a rural area where opportunities to meet 

other children may be limited, being able to spend more time in a setting enabled 

children to socialise more, increasing their confidence.  

• Child’s mood: some parents felt that being in a setting for a longer day meant 

that when the child got home s/he was calmer and less ‘hyper’, although others 

thought their child was more tired and short tempered when s/he came home as 

they did not get a chance to have a nap. 

5.2 Multiple providers  

The offer is expected to lead to an increase in the use multiple providers. We explored 

how continuity of care can be maintained when using two providers and the acceptability 

of using more than one setting. 

Settings described established practices and procedures for ensuring continuity of care 

when children are looked after by two providers, including: 

• Exchange of information on daily activities and issues (e.g. how the child has 

been, minor accidents) when two providers are used on the same day. These 

exchanges were typically verbal but some settings also had a ‘log book’ or similar 

for sharing this kind of information (with parental permission). 

• Exchange of information on a child’s progress (with parental permission) where 

providers swap termly reports and assessments. Joint assessments of a child’s 

progress were also considered good practice, but more difficult to achieve as 

requiring considerable time. 

• Exchange of information on planned activities for the term to ensure inputs from 

different providers were complementary. Visits and meetings were also seen as 

desirable to ensure continuity of care, but not easy to arrange due to time 

constraints. 

While the above describes the good practice that providers typically aspired to, it was 

acknowledged that this was not always the reality and that there was scope for improving 

what providers do to ensure continuity of care:  

• Childminders did not always feel they were treated as professionals by staff in 

group settings. They felt that their efforts to exchange information were not 

reciprocated and were not able to work collaboratively to ensure continuity of care. 
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• Online tools to record children’s progress are becoming common, but these could 

hinder communication as information may need to be entered twice. This 

happened when providers used different tools, but even if using the same one the 

software may not allow a child’s account to be accessed by different providers. 

• Lack of time to support and feed into the various shared care processes. It was 

expected that this could become even more of an issue if shared care 

arrangements become more common when the offer is rolled out.  

• Children having difficulties (e.g. behaviour problems, adjusting to a setting, 

developmental delays) could encourage (greater) collaboration, as it was 

recognised that a co-ordinated approach would be more effective in dealing with 

these difficulties. 

Parents who were using two providers did not think there was much, if any, 

communication between settings to ensure continuity of care. The use of two providers 

seemed largely driven by the belief that their child would be better prepared for school if 

s/he attended a nursery class, but as the school did not offer all the provision required an 

additional provider was needed.  While this was not considered ideal, it was not believed 

to have any adverse effects on the child. Echoing these findings, the parents’ survey 

found that 54% believed it is better for a child to have only one provider.  
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6. Conclusion   

We conclude by summarising the findings on what has been learnt from the 

Northumberland EI programme, which focused on testing flexibility and access to the 

extended hours for rural families.  

6.1 Access for families in rural areas  

Northumberland encountered considerable challenges in delivering the programme, 

including one of the lowest funding rates in country, which was agreed after the 

programme had started. Despite these challenges Northumberland succeeded in 

delivering a number of places in excess of the original DfE allocation, partly as further 

funding was made available by DfE and partly because additional places were created 

because not all children took the full 30 hours allocation. The digital solutions developed 

by Northumberland were seen as key to the development of an effective and transparent 

system of rationing a large number of places within a very tight timescale.  

The evidence shows that the extended funded hours partly substituted provision parents 

used to pay for before they became eligible for the offer. There was spare capacity in the 

local childcare market to meet any additional demand created by the extended hours. 

Sufficiency was also achieved through an increase in staffing levels in some settings and 

partnership arrangements were developed to deliver the extended hours. Very few new 

local authority funded providers took part in the programme, but the level of participation 

among existing funded providers was high, with a substantial proportion of schools taking 

part. However, the level of participation among childminders was low and there seems to 

be scope for increasing their engagement in future.  

Implementation was partial in Northumberland and it was estimated that in the national 

rollout the number of eligible children will be at least three times the number in the EI 

programme. However, the EY team felt confident that in the rural areas where the offer 

had been tested there will continue to be sufficiency as all parents who were offered the 

extended hours were able to access what they needed, as far as they were aware. The 

challenge will be to achieve sufficiency in urban areas where they have not been able to 

test their approach and where provision is dominated by schools. 

6.2 Flexibility  

The findings suggest that available provision was meeting the needs of working parents. 

Much of it was delivered by settings that catered for working parents and did not need to 

change their offer to meet parental demands, even when these fluctuated over the year 

because of seasonal working patterns. There was limited evidence of adjustments to 

increase flexibility, mainly from settings that had previously offered very short hours and 

were now offering a full school day. Due to an expected increase in demand, some 
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providers were planning more changes to improve flexibility in order to put plans into 

place (e.g. for holiday provision) which had not proved viable in the past due to low 

demand. 

Flexibility was also achieved by using two providers, some parents had set up multi-

provider arrangements before the extended hours. However, the programme had 

encouraged providers to be more proactive and seek agreements with other settings to 

provide a more flexible package of provision. This could require complex travel 

arrangements as in rural areas settings working together are not always located near 

each other.  

While the findings suggest that parents had arrangements that met their working needs, 

the package they had was not always ‘ideal’ when it involved two providers. Some 

parents using two settings would have preferred their child to take all of their hours in 

pre-school. However, using two providers was considered a satisfactory compromise that 

met their child’s needs to be in a school-type environment, as well as the need for 

wraparound provision to cover the working day. 

There was less flexibility in terms of how the funding for the extended hours could be 

used and that meant that some families were not able to fully benefit from the offer, a 

finding that applied to all EIs. The evidence suggests that parents would benefit from 

more information on how the funded hours can be accessed and where they can obtain 

greater clarity about what they are being charged for. While parents were given general 

information on charges and on how the funded hours could be used (e.g. over holidays), 

the findings suggest they need advice regarding the restrictions and charges applied by 

individual providers and support in negotiating arrangements that allow them to optimise 

the use of the funded hours. 


