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INTRODUCTION

1. Early childhood education and care (ECEC) in Sweden has been given high
priority for nearly three decades and is one of the cornerstones of Swedish family
policy. Reformsin this area have aso been widely supported in the Swedish
Riksdag (Parliament). This has enabled implementation of a policy, whose
guiddines were drawn up by the Government at the beginning of the 1970s and
which has since then been subsequently developed — child care of high qudlity,
expanded with the am of providing full coverage, with the municipdities asthe
main organisers and financed out of public funds.

2. ECEC has been developed as part of family policy with linkages to |abour
market policy. The Minidtry of Hedlth and Socid Affairs has until recently been
responsible for this area, with the Nationd Board of Health and Wdfare asthe
supervisory authority. This means that there are close connections between
ECEC and the family support system, e.g. parentd insurance and child
alowances and that ECEC is organised for children of ages 1-6 and school-age
child care for children of ages 6-12, so that parents are able to combine
parenthood with work and studies. A close relationship has aso been devel oped
between ECEC and the socid services over respongbility for children in need of
gpecia support and childrenin risk of being badly treasted. ECEC has played an
important role in the integration of children with disgbilitiesinto society.
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3. Thiswork has been expanded not primarily as aresult of detailed legidation,
but from state grants, earmarked for specific performance targets alocated to
municipdities, in order to simulate the development of qudity for different types
of activity. ECEC has received alarge proportion of society”s resources, but it is
a0 quite apparent that the expansion of ECEC has been nationd economicaly
profitable, despite the cogts involved.

4. Nowadays ECEC in Swveden isanatura part of the modern welfare society
and a part of the everyday redlity of more than haf amillion families with children,
75 percent of al children aged between 1-5 years take part and 68 percent of
school children between the ages of 6-9 years. At the beginning of the 1990s,
labour force participation rates of mothers with smal children reached a peak of
86 percent and this a atime when Sweden had one of the highest birth ratesin
Europe.

5. Apart from making it possible for parents to combine parenthood with work
or studies, the god of Swedish ECEC has been through the provision of
pedagogica activities of high quality to support and simulate the child's
development and learning and contribute to good conditions for growth. This
double function was clearly stated aready in the report from the 1968 National
Commission on Child Care, which became the starting point for the expansion of
the Swedish ECEC system. Since then this has been repeated on aregular basis
in discussons, reports and god documents at the nationa leve, during the period
when the number of children 1-12 years old enrolled in public child care has
increased from amodest 61 000 in 1970 to 730 000 in 1999.

6. ECEC hasthus been closdy related to educationd issues with the
pedagogica dimenson quite prominent throughout the expanson period. Well-
educated personnel with a high degree of pedagogica competence are a
guarantee of qudity, afactor which has been extremey important, particularly
during periods of economic cutbacks. The pedagogica culture of the pre-school
has devel oped over alengthy period so that there is a consensus over how
children of pre-school age develop and learn, which has dso been important in
disseminating knowledge about the needs and rights of children in society

generdly.

7. In Sweden thereis a highly developed view of the child based on
democratic vaues which gives repect for he child as a person in its own right and
abdief in the child sinherent skills and potentid. As childhood is regarded as
having avauein itsdf, the pre-school years are of greet importance in the child's
growing understanding of itsdf, the opportunitiesit has and its everyday redlity.
Swedish parents “ negotiate” with, rather than dominate their children and in the
pre-school and school greet efforts are made to give children influence and
encourage their participation. Sweden has dso come far in developing a child
perspective which permeates activities and decisions affecting children. The Office
of the Children’s Ombudsman was set up in 1993 with the task of monitoring



children’srights in accordance with the UN Convention on The Rights of the
Child.

8.  On 1% duly 1996, the Ministry of Education and Science took over
respongbility for ECEC from the Ministry of Hedlth and Socid Affars. At that
time ECEC had been expanded to provide virtudly full coverage of needsin
accordance with exigting legidation, the goas set up had been largdly achieved.
Theam in transferring ECEC to the educationa sector wasto build on the close
pedagogica links between ECEC, school and school-age child care. In this
trangition, it was argued that the public pre-school for six year olds should be
integrated with the school — this was a response to the public debate on reducing
the age a which children starts school in Sweden from 7 to 6 years.

9. A number of reforms have taken place since then. Legidation on child care
has been brought into the School Act and the National Agency for Education has
taken over supervisory responsbility. The pre-school classfor six year olds was
introduced as a separate, voluntary school form to make possible the
development of new working approaches and activities in co-operation between
pre-school and school. Pre-school teachers and el sure-time pedagogues have
been given theright to teach in school and the curriculum for compulsory school
has been amended to incorporate the pre-school class and leisure-time centre
(school-age child care). In August 1998, the pre-school received its first national
curriculum for children aged between 1-5 years and thereby making pre-school
the firs gep in life-long learning and a strong and equa part of the school system.

10. For the past 30 years, ECEC has been an important part of the Swedish
family support system, dongside the parentd leave insurance and the child
alowance systems. This continues to be true aso after 1996, when
responghilities for ECEC have shifted from the socid to the educationa sector.
The overarching goas of Swedish ECEC are the fostering of democracy,
equality, solidarity and respongbility. The dud focus on education and care,
which is now found in the 1998 Nationa Curriculum for pre-school isa
continuation of the foundation laid down by the 1968 Nationa Commission on
Child Care.

11. But thishasraised new issues. The most important issue concerns the right
for dl children from an early age to take part in pre-school, irrespective of if
parentswork or not. A universal pre-school with no feesfor al children could
provide a new foundation and complete the structure of Swedish ECEC if it was
to be integrated in the current ECEC-settings. A Government Bill on maximum
feesin ECEC and universa pre-school has been proposed to the Swedish
Riksdag. On November 23, the Swedish Riksdag approved of this proposal. (see
below).

DIVISION OF RESPONSIBILITY BETWEEN THE STATE AND
MUNICIPALITIES



12. From the mid 80s there has been an explicit trend in adminigtration policy in
Sweden to give the locd authorities greater responsibility and saf-determination.
The division of roles and responsibility between central government and loca
authorities has gradudly changed, as aresult of amongst other things changesin
the Locd Government Act of 1991 and a new grant system. The state lays down
gods and guiddines for the activities of municipdities and at the same time sets
the financia framework. It is thus the municipdities themse ves who determine
how they will fulfil the nationa goas and how they will use the funds dlocated.
The shift from a rule-oriented steering system to amore god-directed system has
aso placed more responsibilities with the professonas working in the ECEC-
settings, which demands a highly quaified personnd staff.

13. There are currently 289 municipalities in Sweden. The task of the locdl
government sector fdl into two distinct categories. those included in the generd
power granted to municipaities under the Locad Government Act (1991), such as
streets and roads, water and sewage, communications and transportation, and
those based on specia legidation, for instance child care, schools and socid
services. Education is by far the largest sector of municipa operations, accounting
for about 1/3 of the costs. In 1998 total child care costs amounted to about half
of the total education costs.

14. Direct locd income taxes is the main source of revenue for municipdlities.
Locd government is normally entitled to set its own tax rates. As a supplement to
this, loca governments receive a state grant, of dua character, conssting of pure
grants as well astax and structurd equaisation. Since 1993, about 75 percent of
tota date grants are in the form of block grants, to give municipdities greater
freedom to decide locally how to spend the money.

15. According to legidation each municipdity is responsible for providing pre-
school activities and school-age child care to children permanently residing in the
municipality. Pre-school activities are run in the form of day care centres— (now
labelled pre-schoal), family day care homes and supplementary pre-school
activities. School-age child careis run in the form of leisure-time centres and
family day care homes. Pre-school activities and school-age child care shdl be
provided to the extent needed, taking account of whether parents are employed
or studying as well as the child’s own need. When the child’s parent has notified
the need for a place within the child care, the municipaity shal provide such a
place without unreasonable delay (3-4 months).

16. The main principle that it is the respongbility of society to satisfy the need for
child care has not prevented legidation from gradualy creeting opportunities for
parties other than the municipdities to provide pre-schhol and leisure time
activities. Thereis broad consensus that dternative models for child care can be
enriching and developmenta and aso that it isimportant for freedom of choice
and accessihility that activities are run in different forms and with different
approaches.



17. There has also been widespread agreement that aternatives should, however,
not segregate children into first and second team pre-schools. The legidation
alows municipdities to outsource the running of pre-school and leisure-time
centres providing the financid conditions are the same for municipaly and non-
municipaly run forms. This means that municipa grants and parenta fees should
be the same in municipdly and non-municipdly run settings. 15 percent of dl
children enrolled in pre-schools had a place in a setting that was not run by a
municipdity in 1999.

18. The most common of these settings are parenta co-operatives, which by
tradition have most experience in providing aternatives in Swedish ECEC. This
form is privately organised by groups of parents, but subsidised by the
municipdity in the same way as publicly run centres. Parental groups are the
organisers and employ the personnd. Parents often themsalves work on arotating
basis and are thus able to reduce cost. Many parental co-operatives were started
by parentsfull of initiative wanting to bypass the long waiting times for placesin
municipal pre-school during the expansion years, and despite the fact thet there is
now full coverage the parental co-operatives continue to flourish. Other non-
publicly organised ECEC-settings include personnel co-operatives, and programs
organised by various organisations, corporations or churches.

19. All non-municipaly organised ECEC have to meet the standard of public
child care, and are aso entitled to public funds to cover their running costs.
Parentd fees are not dlowed to deviate from municipa norms, and privately
organised programs have to follow the same basic ideologica principles and
fundamenta vaues as gated in the nationd curriculum, such as democracy,
equdity and solidarity.

FUNDING AND FINANCING

20. Thetota gross costs for the Swedish ECEC system amounted in 1999 to
SEK 40 000 millions (ECU 4 400 millions). (2 percent of GDP). These costs
include ECEC-settings for children age 1-5 aswell as school-age child carein
leisure-time centres, family day care homes and open activities. Codts have stayed
the same during the period 1991-1998, despite the fact that the number of
children in pre-schools, leisure-time centres and family day care homes have
increased by 185 000 during the same period.

21.  If productivity is measured in changesin costs per hour, studies show that
these costs have been reduced by about 20 percent in pre-schools and leisure-
time centres, but have remained the same or increased dightly in family day care
homes during the period. Theincrease in productivity has been brought about
mainly through an increase in number of children in the groups, and a reduced
adult/child ratio.



The average annua gross cost per child for a place in a Swedish ECEC-setting
amounted in 1999 to about SEK 56 000 (ECU 6 200), but costs vary among
different types of settings.

22. Swedish ECEC — costsin 1999 (Gross costs)

Totd costs 42 mdr SEK
per child average 56 200 SEK
Pre-school (day care centre) 25,8 mdr SEK
per child average 71 200 SEK
Family Day Care Home 5,8 mdr SEK
per child average 60 300 SEK
Lesure-time Centre 6,9 mdr SEK
per child average 26 400 SEK

(mdr= 1,000 million)

23.  Inthe 70s and 80s, the running costs for a place in a Swedish ECEC-
setting were divided between the nationad Government, the municipdities and the
parents in such away that the state and the municipalities each covered about 45
percent of the costs and the parents the remaining 10 percent as direct child care
fees. Parents usudly paid on a diding scale based on income and the grants from
the nationad Government were earmarked to be used specificaly to cover child
care costs.

24. This funding system changed during the 90s, when support for
decentradisation of decision-making and responsibilities has been high on the
politica agenda. Specificaly defined state grants have been replaced by generd
government block grants. To cover the costs of child care, municipdities might
combine the use of income tax revenues and parental feesin variousways. In
1998, 17 percent of the costs were financed through parental fees compared with
about 10 percent, seven years earlier. Parenta income continues to affect these
fees, and most municipdities have sarted to use a payment-system linked to the
number of hours per week achild is present in the ECEC-setting, in an attempt to
try to affect family demand for child care.

25. The distribution of costs across areas of education and socia services among
Swedish municipdities has recelved consderable attention during the past ten
years, asfinancid cut-backs and savings have been high on the palitica agenda.
Ways of measuring, anaysing and comparing municipa costs and priorities have
been refined and available information made more detailed. Thereisaso aneed
to broaden these analyses to include not only gross cogts of i.e. ECEC-activities,
but aso to further investigate the municipa and societd net effects of publicly



financed programs. Such studies were conducted in the beginning of the 80s,
indicating positive relationships among variable such as child care spending,
employment rates, tax revenues and GNP.

RECENT CHALLENGES

26. In August 1998 anationd curriculum for the Swedish pre-school cameinto
force. This curriculum covers goas and guiddines for the activities of children 1-5
years of age in pre-school. Asaresult of this curriculum, the pre-school has taken
adefinitive step into the educationd system and its pedagogica importance for the
development of the child’s learning has been widdy recognised. In he
municipdities around the country, work is now proceeding on launching the
curriculum, which just like other curriculais an ordinance which the municipdities
are obliged to follow.

27. The new — and first — curriculum for pre-school does not mean that pre-
school will in fact become “school”. On the contrary, traditiona pre-school
pedagogica gpproaches are emphasised in the curriculum such asthe child's
well-being as awhole, the importance of play etc. The pre-school as before will
maintain therole of “play”, and ensure that learning takes place on the basis of the
child’sindividua interests and needs. However, pedagogica content has been
given aclearer focus and greater emphasis. The child's curiosity, industriousness
and desire to learn should be taken account of. The pre-school should provide
“sacurity, enjoyment and awedlth of learning opportunities’.

28. But dl children do not have access to ECEC in Sweden. The right to a place
in apre-school istoday dependent on the employment status of a child’s parents.
Municipdlities are obliged to provide places for children only if parents are
working or studying or if the child has specid needs of its own. Thishaslead to a
Stuation where anumber of children with parents who are unemployed do not
have access to pre-school. Many of these children have immigrant backgrounds.
For children whose parents have taken leave of absence to take care of ababy in
the family, the rules are the same as for unemployed parents. The child might lose
its place in the pre-school during this period.

29. Children in family day care homes, children whose parents work in shift to
avoid cogts of child care, children taken care of by rdatives or neighbours and
children with a home working mother — dthough few in Sweden, are groups of
children with no access to pre-school of today. Not many in numbers, but
nevertheless children that would benefit from pre-school just as much or maybe
even more than others. The children without access to ECEC has for the past
years been amain chalenge to ECEC policy.



29. Ancther chadlenge to face has been the increasing parental fees of ECEC.
Fees differ between municipalities to an extent when it no longer can be accepted.
Low-income parents tend to try to find other solutions than public child care,
because of the costs involved. Time-related and income-related fees in child care
can cregte negative effects on parent’s motivations to go from unemployment to
employment or from part time to full time, to get a better paid job etc, since
increases in sdaries Ao raises parentd feesin child care.

MAXIMUM FEES AND UNIVERSAL PRE-SCHOOL

30. Inits Spring Budget of 2000,the Government has estimated the costs of
introducing universal pre-school, pre-school activities for children of unemployed
parents and parents on parentd |leave, and maximum feesin al forms of ECEC.
In addition, the Government has included estimated costs of quality assurance
measures. Thetota cost of the reform is estimated to be SEK 5,6 billions.

31. Some other reforms will be another paid month (the 13" month with 80
percent of grossincome) within the parentd leave system, exclusively for fathers
and increases within the child alowance system. The Government has given
priority to families with children in the budget, Snce this was the group in society
who had the most significant decrease in standards during the economic cutbacks
and for Sweden the unusudly high level of unemployment of the 1990s. Birth
rates have fdlen during the last years and have now for severd years been low.

32. The Government hasin a hill to the Parliament proposed to extend universdly
available pre-schoal. In addition to dready exigting legidation, al children
regardless of their family Stuation should be offered a place in the pre-school. The
pre-school activity should be at the least athree hours daily session, free of
charge, for children from four years of age until they start school. The universal
pre-school will be mandatory for the municipdities but voluntary for the children

participating.

33. Furthermore children between the ages of 1-5 years old, whose parents are
unemployed or on parentd leave for another child, shal have the same right as
children of employed or sudying parents to be included under the municipdities
respong bilities to provide ECEC. Children are to be guaranteed a stay of at least
three hours per day or 15 hours aweek. The right for these children extends both
to obtaining and keeping a place.

34. A government grant isto be adlocated to the municipdlities introducing
maximum fees for their ECEC and school-age child care activities. To be digible
for the specid government grant, the loca municipaity must charge feesfor the
pre-school service at a maximum rate of three, two and one per cent,
respectively, of a households assessed income (estimated income before tax) for
the first, second and third child in the family. Fees may not exceed SEK 1 140



per month for the first child, SEK 760 for the second and SEK 380 for the third
child in pre-schooal activities. In school-age child care the fees will be two, one
and one per cent of income for the first, second and third child in the family.
However, fees may not exceed SEK 760 per month for the first child and SEK
380 per month for the second and third child. No fees for the fourth child in any
ECEC.

35. The maximum fee should gpply both to municipaly-run and norn-municipaly
run services. Thaose municipdities opting to gpply maximum fees shdl be
compensated for the loss of revenue entailed by specia state grants.

36. In Sweden it can be clamed that ECEC is not only affordable but also
profitable for the individua aswell asfor society. ECEC of today is an important
part of the Swedish modern generd welfare society. With the latest reformsin
force - universal access to pre-school and maximum fees, and with necessary
quaity maintained and developed, ECEC isaiming a creeting astrong
foundetion in the perspective of lifelong learning.



