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INTRODUCTION

County Westmeath, with a population of 79,403 (2006 Census) is geographically located in the centre of Ireland. On its eastern border it is 60km (approx.40 miles) from Dublin, whilst on its western fringe it is just 80 km from Galway.  It is located in the Border Midland and Western (BMW) Region of Ireland, with Objective One disadvantaged status, from an EU development aid perspective.  It is one of the counties that make up the Midland Regional Authority Area, along with neighbouring counties Longford, Offaly and Laois.
Westmeath's population growth has been stronger than the national average, especially in the larger urban areas and in areas closest to Dublin and the commuter belt of County Meath etc.  

The 2006 Census revealed the highest annual population growth on record with the population of Ireland increasing by 8.1% to 4,234,925.  In the same period, the population of the County Westmeath increased by some 10.5% since 2002 to 79,403 persons.  This follows a 13.8% increase in the previous inter-censual period (1996-2002), and overall reflects a continuous growth trend over the past 50 years (1966-2006) with the population having increased by 50% in that time.  This population growth is detailed in the table below.
County Westmeath: Population Change in the Period 1966-2006

	Year
	Total Population
	%

	
	
	Change

	1966
	52,900
	-

	1971
	53,570
	1.3

	1981
	61,523
	14.8

	1986
	63,379
	3

	1991
	61,880
	-2.4

	1996
	63,314
	2.3

	2002
	72,027
	13.8

	2006
	79,403
	10.5


Relative Population of each of the Four Midland Counties
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Socio-Economic Profile
 Recent research carried out by Westmeath Community Development Limited identified and suggested a whole range of different issues and ideas which will be prioritised in their objectives for their future strategic plan.
The single most recurring theme in all of their consultations and interviews related to the issues of unemployment and job creation and the need to get people back to work or into work for the first time.

Between childcare services and childminders in Westmeath, there are currently 517 people employed directly in childcare in Westmeath.  The ECCE scheme is the main contributory factor in keeping these people employed.

Furthermore, it is clear from feedback received on the survey carried out by Westmeath County Childcare Committee that all NCIP funded schemes (ECCE, CETS, and CCS) are conducive to employment and training. 
Due to the current economic climate, parents who were unemployed or facing redundancy would not have been in a position to afford childcare and would therefore not have been able to attend training or return to work had it not been for the introduction of the ECCE and CETS Schemes.  
· As of February 2011, there were 10,392 people in Westmeath claiming unemployment assistance.  This represents a 126% increase in unemployment levels compared to February 2008

· 65% of unemployed people are men and 35% are women with 81% aged over 25 and 19% under 25.
Methodology

Westmeath County Childcare Committee in collaboration with the Childminder Advisory Officer carried out a survey on the qualifications and training needs of all employees working in childcare in Westmeath. The aim of this survey was to ensure that services would be in a position to meet requirements of the ECCE scheme and to plan for future childcare training requirements in the county.

A set of questions were compiled after a number of planning meetings with Westmeath County Childcare Staff where it was agreed what information was required for planning and implementing future training

The survey was conducted through on site visits with childcare providers, phone interviews and postal questionnaires.

While there are a total of 470 (including 47 CE) people currently working in childcare, we received feedback from 78% of the workforce which is a total of 366 participants.

The number of childminder respondents was 40 which represents 85% of voluntary notified and notified childminders in Westmeath.

RESULTS ANALYSIS

Current Childcare Provision in Westmeath

Currently, there are a total of 93 services notified to the HSE, the breakdown of which can be seen as follows:

	Provision
	Community
	Private

	Sessional
	8
	36

	Part Time
	5
	0

	Naíonraí
	0
	2

	Full Day Care
	8
	24

	Notified Childminder
	0
	9

	Drop in centre
	0
	1

	Total
	21
	72

	 
	 
	 

	Voluntary Notified Childminders
	0
	47


As evident from the table above, most of the services are provided on a sessional basis. As there is currently no legislation or regulations governing school age childcare, there is no obligation on providers of this service to notify to the HSE and these are not included in the above breakdown.  
However, while some of the preschool services listed above also provide school age childcare, there are 4 community based ‘stand alone’ school age facilities in Westmeath. 3 based in Athlone and 1 in Mullingar.  All are located on the grounds of existing primary school and are managed by Westmeath Community Development Ltd.
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Early Childhood Care and Education Scheme

Over the past two decades we have moved from being an unregulated sector with no policy infrastructure to one that operates to legislative requirements, has a strong policy framework and has benefited from significant investment. The rate of change in the sector has proved a real challenge in keeping up to date with the developments. 

The Early Childhood Care and Education Scheme was introduced in the supplementary budget of April 2009 and has implications for policy, structure and funding. The scheme offers a capitation grant to private and community ECCE services to provide a free preschool year to all children in the year prior to entering primary school.  The grant amounts to €2,450 per annum per eligible child attending the service.  

The scheme is important for a number of reasons. Firstly, a number of free pre school hours are being granted to every child in the country irrespective of parental income or status, thus establishing for the first time that young children have an entitlement to early education in their own right.  Secondly, this scheme links qualifications with eligibility to enter the scheme.  So, while levels of ECCE qualifications are not enshrined in law, basic requirements are now linked with policy.
To participate in the scheme, Pre-school year Leaders must hold a certification for a major award in childcare/early education at a minimum of level 5 on the National Framework of Qualifications of Ireland (NFQ) or an equivalent nationally recognised qualification or a higher award in the childcare/early education field.  During the first 2 full years of the scheme, the qualification requirement is considered to be met where a person can demonstrate that he or she has achieved a certification for an award in ECCE that includes significant content relating to early childhood education/early learning and child development and has at least 2 years experience of working in a position of responsibility with children in the 0-6 age range. 
For providers to receive the higher rate of €75 all pre-school leaders under scheme need level7/8 qualifications and all pre-school assistants under scheme need full level 5 qualifications.

Currently there are 80 services on the ECCE Scheme in Westmeath and the total number of children availing of the free preschool year is 1,257 which represents 97% of the eligible children in the county.  This amounts to a total of €3.2 million allocated to Westmeath from the period September 2010 - August 2011.
The number of services receiving the higher capitation rate now stands at 16.  This is a huge increase from last year’s figure where only 5 services received the higher capitation rate.    
The Childcare Employment and Training Support (CETS) Scheme
Another boost to the ECCE Sector was the introduction of the Childcare Employment and Training Support (CETS) Scheme.
The scheme came into effect from 1st September 2010 and combines the existing childcare support payments for qualifying FÁS and VEC trainees into one capitation system providing free childcare places. 

The scheme is open to commercial and community day-care services which are participating in the ECCE and/or the CCS, as well as after-school services for primary school children which are in the CCS.  
Currently, 9 childcare services are offering this scheme with 114 childcare places available divided between FAS and VEC places and an allocation to the county of €245,700 for the September ’10 – December ’10 term.

Community Childcare Subvention (CCS)
The community childcare subvention scheme subvents community not for profit childcare services to enable them to charge reduced childcare fees to disadvantaged and low income parents.
Currently, 24 community groups (including school age childcare services) are in receipt of CCS funding with €1.2 million paid so far for the 2010 – 2011 term.
History of the Workforce Development Plan
The generation of a Workforce Development Plan for the early childhood care and education sector was a key element of the Government’s commitment to the ECCE sector and provided an important support to the implementation of the free pre-school place for children in the year prior to commencing primary school. 
The National Childcare Strategy 2006 – 2010 outlined a programme of investment to further develop the childcare infrastructure to meet the needs of children and their parents for quality early childhood care and education. As a quality improvement measure, the importance of a trained workforce for the future development of childcare services was recognised. The commitment given in the National Childcare Strategy was to produce a Workforce Development Plan for the ECCE Sector which would look at the role of education and training programmes and how they can support the childcare sector by increasing the number of trained childcare personnel.

To produce the Workforce Development Plan, an inter-Departmental group was set up drawn from the funding Departments such as the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and the Department of Education and Science and their agencies including FÁS and the Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE).

Their work was supported by a sectoral standards sub-group drawn from the Awarding Bodies and from the training providers.
Training and Educational Profile of Childcare Providers
The Childcare Pre School Services) Regulations do not contain any guidelines on the levels of qualifications for those who work in the childcare sector.  Unregulated training for personnel has created a wide variety of approaches and programmes.  This has led to considerable differences in skills, knowledge, experience and qualifications.
The array of training courses and qualifications that are currently on offer is confusing.  The National Childcare Strategy discovered that are about 90 courses available in 58 settings including VEC’s, Institutes of Technology, Universities, private organisations, voluntary organisations and FAS and FAS approved locations.  While childcare training provision is geographically dispersed, 62% of the courses are based in Dublin.  Also, the fees for childcare courses range from €40 for a one-year full time course in a VEC to €3,550 in an independent college. 
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Childminding in County Westmeath

Introduction
Childminding is valued as an important option for parents when choosing the type of childcare that best suits them and their children and represents the largest type of childcare for families of pre-school children in Ireland today. The Childminding Ireland website states that over 73,000 families around the country use childminders as their favoured model of childcare (www.childminding.ie).
The National Childminding Initiative (NCMI) aims to provide supports for childminders and for people interested in becoming childminders. The City and County Childcare Committees (CCCs) have the responsibility for supporting the implementation of the NCMI at a local level.

The NCMI is made up of a number of   different elements including:

1. Information, Training and Networking opportunities for childminders;
2. The Quality Awareness Programme (QAP)
3. Voluntary Notification for Childminders

WCCC Childminding Initiative

The Childminding Initiative came into effect in 2002 and Childminders in County Westmeath are supported under the NCMI Initiative as above. It has gone from strength to strength and it is very encouraging to see the level of interest shown by childminders in all aspects of quality childcare and its huge development over the last 9 years.

Voluntary Notification
Childminders caring for three or fewer children can voluntarily notify the HSE/CCC and avail of advice, support and advisory visits from the Childminder Advisory Officer.(CMA0) Childminders work with the ‘National Guidelines for childminders’ (Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 2008). Childminders self evaluate themselves and the childminding service they provide. The CMAO works closely with the Childminders to support them in maintaining a high quality childminding service for the children they care for.
They are 38 voluntary notified childminders in County Westmeath.

Notification

Childminders caring for 4 or more children are obliged by the Childcare Act of 1991 to notify the HSE Early Years Service of their childminding service.

They are inspected by the HSE Early Years Inspection team under the Child care (Pre- School Services) (No 2) Regulations of 1996.

They are 9 notified childminders in County Westmeath.

The 40 childminder respondents to this questionnaire are voluntary notified /notified to the Health Service Executive (HSE) Dublin Mid Leinster and are supported by the Westmeath County Childcare Committee (WCCC) and its Childminding Initiative.
Results of Childminder’s questionnaire

Type of service provided by Childminders
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17.5% notified and 82.5% voluntary notified childminders provide different options for parents in their childminding service with the maximum places of 75% given to full day and after school care, 15% sessional and 10%  offering part time please
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Qualifications
FETAC Level 5 completed
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  22.5% of Childminders have successfully completed the FETAC Level 5 award 
Full FETAC Level 6 award
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12.5% of childminders have successfully completed the full FETAC Level 6 award.

HETAC Level 7 / 8 or equivalent
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 1 Childminder has completed HETAC Level 7 & 8 award.          
Do you have a current (in date) First Aid Certificate?
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    92.5% of respondents have current in date first aid training certification

Have you completed Child Protection Keeping Safe Training? 
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 80% of childminders hold a Keeping safe training certificated of attendance

What are your future training needs?
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12.5% of childminders require Keeping safe training,7% FETAC level 5.8% FETAC level 6 with  almost 75% listing other training needs detailed below.
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75% of respondents identified the above as their future training needs

Who pays for your childcare related training?

Childminders pay themselves and are subsidised by the Westmeath County Childcare Committee

Do you foresee any problems with accessing childcare training in Westmeath?

· Funding being taken from us

· Cost will be an issue going forward/venue

· course prices should be regulated and affordable

· WCC website training add your name to list electronically

· Possible problem re timing of courses day not suitable.

· Funding may be an issue.

Do you wish to receive clerical supports?
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Analysis of childminder findings:
Training to date

The 40 Childminders respondents are actively showing their interest in attending training courses that are provided by the Westmeath County Childcare Committee. They are committed to delivering quality childminding services to the pre- school and after school children in their care and this is reflected in their participation in training.
92.5% of Childminders have completed first aid training and 80% have attended child protection training .This ensures that they meet the Voluntary Notification requirements.

Childminders have attended short training courses such as the Quality Awareness Programme, fire safety and manual handling to name a few provided by the WCCC Childminding Initiative. 

22.5% have attained the FETAC Level 5 full award while 12.5% have achieved their FETAC Level 6 accreditation and this shows their commitment to further childcare education and to their childminding career.2.5% have completed HETAC Level 7 or 8.
The training undertaken by childminders is very varied commencing with certificate of attendance right up to Degree level in childcare.

Future training needs
52.5% of childminders have identified first aid training as a future training need with 12.5% of childminders requiring Keeping safe training.
 This will ensure they comply with their voluntary notification commitments.

7% have expressed an interest in FETAC level 5 and 8% in FETAC level 6.

Other future training needs are short term training courses such as fire safety, Búntus Start and Arts and Crafts provided by the WCCC.
Clerical Supports

Childminders work in isolation in their own home and have expressed a need for clerical supports from the WCCC.

25% of respondents would like assistance with financial supports to maintain their childminding accounts for their business.

17.5% of childminders are interested in website support to update their childminding information on the WCCC website and to gain access to all relevant childcare updates. 

15% of childminders are looking for support in employment law to ensure that their childminding service complies with all legalities in respect of employing child care assistants.
Accessing Training
Childminder respondents stated they felt there was an issue about funding being taken and access to training would be difficult going forward in 2011.Cost of courses and venues were seen as a barrier to future training. Also, difficulty with timing of training courses was highlighted as by the nature of a childminders work they can attend evening training only. They do not have a second person in their childminding service to relieve them  to attend  daytime training.
Overview
While carrying out this survey and meeting childcare providers, they mentioned the positive aspects of the current training structures and were aware of the advances that have been achieved in recent years through the active commitment of the County Childcare Committee Limited.

Positive Aspects
Training and education brings about a number of general benefits, some of which childcare providers mentioned during the survey.  Firstly, training gives opportunities for providers to network and discuss issues that are affecting them and their service.
It also gives them opportunity to raise the standard of their facility and builds their confidence to deal with certain events and confidence in their own ability as childcare providers.  The Children’s First: Keep Safe training was mentioned on a number of occasions as not only being informative but gives providers the confidence to deal with sensitive issues.

Recommendations for Westmeath County Childcare Committee Training Policy
· Improve access to training – ensuring that there is a coordinated approach to delivery of training geographically in the county. Distance, travel expenses and poor road conditions need to be taken into account.
· Effective correspondence between training providers and Westmeath County Childcare Committee in advertising accredited training courses.
· Information support for childcare workers to access training – As a result of this survey, a database of all childcare workers will be developed which allows current childcare information to be distributed across the sector.
· Work with training providers in developing flexible and affordable accredited childcare training.

· Develop proposals for state funded training and education agencies around the up-skilling of the childcare sector.

· Compile a childcare training calendar where Keeping Safe / Child Protection training and first aid training will be mapped to facilitate individual staff training plans.  Encourage all childcare workers to attend future training such as first aid and Child protection to comply with Pre School regulations and voluntary notification.
· Website to be updated regularly with new information on upcoming events and training and which also will link to FETAC / HETAC accredited courses.   
· Childminder training should be reviewed to incorporate the Quality Awareness Programme with easy transition to further childcare education in line with the National Workforce Development Plan (OMCYA, 2010). 
Outcome/ Result / Impact/ Consequence
1. Childcare workers database to be established and maintained with regular policy updates
2. Tutor database to be established with all childcare course providers in Westmeath
3. Aistear and Síolta Coordinated Plan to be completed

4. First Aid and Keeping Safe / Child Protection coordinated plan to be established
5. Westmeath County Childcare Committee will collaborate with state funded training and education agencies to pursue our aim of affordable and accessible accredited childcare related training
6. Westmeath County Childcare Committee website maintained and updated with training information.
Conclusion
In general, providers recognise the importance of life-long learning and that training must be ongoing, in order to meet the dynamic needs of a childcare setting. Training gives providers the opportunity to stay up-to-date, raise standards, network with other providers, improve confidence levels and eventually raise the status of childcare providers in Irish Society.  
As a limited number of Síolta Coordinators will be available to work with ECCE settings, staff can still engage with Síolta and Aistear on an informal basis. 
As part of on the ground support visits to childcare services Westmeath County Childcare Committee will strive to provide a coordinated training plan for Aistear and Síolta coupled with a frequent distribution of information on upcoming accredited childcare training available to childcare workers in Westmeath.

Furthermore, as a result of our recent survey, Westmeath County Childcare Committee will endeavour to establish a database and network of tutor’s whereby information and updates on the national childcare policy can be easily distributed.  It is hoped that this network will lead to more consistency in childcare courses. 
WCCC will collaborate with state funded training and education agencies to pursue our aim of affordable and accessible accredited childcare related training.

Training is the most effective way to promote quality and best practice in business.
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