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Encouraging Quality in  
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 

STRATEGIES TO TACKLE CHALLENGES IN RESEARCH  

Challenge 1: Need for more evidence on the effects of ECEC and cost-benefit analysis  

The current research base on the effects of ECEC and cost-benefit analyses are mainly rooted in 
research carried out in the United States and the United Kingdom. Other countries often lack the 
rigour or means to collect data on the costs and financing on ECEC and/or to carry out 
policy/programme evaluations on ECEC. 
 
Another challenge may be related to tensions between the use of qualitative and quantitative 
research on ECEC and measuring outcomes or processes. It is necessary to advance more 
quantitative research on ECEC, while recognising that both approaches are complementary and 
will enrich the research base on the effects of ECEC.  

Launching a longitudinal study at the national level 

 In Flanders (Belgium), the Ministry of Education and Training and the Ministry of 
Economy, Science and Innovation launched Study and School Careers under the Policy 
Research Centre to construct knowledge about students’ experiences in school from 
pre-primary education into the labour market and to identify the impact and effectiveness 
of policy measures and educational innovations on these transitions. As a part of the 
study, they will explore the non-cognitive characteristics of pupils in the third year of 
preschool, in the first year of primary education and in subsequent years.  

 In Ireland, the Department of Health and Children is conducting a longitudinal study, 
Growing up in Ireland, for the period 2006-12. The study aims to identify the factors 
influencing children’s development and well-being from birth to adulthood. It will 
contribute to setting up effective policies and relevant services for children and families. 
The study provides an extensive range of reports, which are widely available to policy 
makers and researchers through various channels, including the Annual Growing Up in 
Ireland Research Conference.  

 PreCOOL in the Netherlands is a large-scale national cohort study of about 5 000 
children ages two to five assessing the short- and long-term effects of participation in 
different provisions of ECEC. The study is followed up by COOL 5-18. Pre-COOL has 
been set up by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science in the Netherlands and is 
being conducted on request by the Dutch Organization of Academic Research.  

 In Norway, the Norwegian Mother and Child Study (MOBA) is a general epidemiological 
study to identify causal factors of serious diseases among mothers and children. The 

http://www.growingup.ie/
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ongoing study started in 1999. The Language and Learning Study, a sub-study of MOBA, 
explores the effects of activities in child care centres on child language development and 
behaviour. The preliminary results show that children who attended regular formal 
centre or family-based child care at ages one-and-a-half to three became less often late 
talkers than children who are looked after by parents or childminders. The second phase 
of this study will focus on the effect of quality in ECEC services on the development of 
language skills, social skills, behaviour disorders and emotional problems for five-year-
olds. The part of the study related to ECEC is funded by the Ministry of Education and 
Research with, on average, NOK 2 million per year.   

 Also, in Norway, the Behaviour Outlook Norwegian Development Study (BONDS) is 
conducted to identify: 1) child behaviour and social skill development from six months of 
age onward; 2) influencing factors and conditions of family and ECEC services on child 
development; and 3) child social competence and behaviour development in 
kindergarten. The study is co-funded by the Norwegian Centre for Child Behaviour 
Development and the Ministry of Education and Research with, on average, NOK 
651 057 per year.   

 In Korea, the Korea Institute of Child Care and Education has launched the Panel Study 
of Korean Children (PSKC), a 13-year longitudinal study since 2006. It sampled 2 078 
babies born between April and July 2008. PSKC covers prenatal through the ages of 7, 
9 and 12. PSKC aims to provide comprehensive, cross-sectional data to contribute to 
identifying causal relationships between children’s developmental outcomes and child 
rearing support. The focus of the analysis includes: 1) Korean children’s developmental 
processes; 2) changes in parental child rearing values and practices over time; 3) 
effects of ECEC services; 4) impacts of ECEC policies; and 5) programme evaluations 
with experiments or quasi-experiments. 

 Slovenia launched longitudinal research, Effects of Preschool on Child Development 
and School Achievement. The study follows children’s development from an early stage 
up to the beginning of middle childhood and explores the relationship between preschool 
and school achievement in first grade. The results show that children who experienced 
an earlier entry into preschool experience less emotional problems have a more 
powerful will and have advanced social skills. Early entry into quality preschool also 
functioned as a protective factor of language development for children of low-educated 
parents. Data and results of the research were used in the preparation of the White 
Paper on Education (2011), which contributed to taking further steps in improving 
education, such as changes in initial and in-service training, laws and other regulations.  

 The Mother-Child Training Foundation (AÇEV) in Turkey implemented the Turkish Early 
Enrichment Project from 1982-2005. The project examined the long-term effects of 
participation in different ECEC institutions and home-based intervention programmes. 
The research revealed that participation in ECEC and intervention programmes has 
long-term effects including, increased language skills and improved educational 
attainment, occupational status and integration into society.  

 Australia conducted several relevant longitudinal studies, such as the Household 
Income and Labour Dynamics, the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), 
and the Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children (LSIC). These research strands are 
still ongoing but, in the case of LSAC and LSIC, are already providing some useful 
insights into ECEC-related issues. 

http://kicce.re.kr/panel/eng/
http://kicce.re.kr/panel/eng/
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 The United States carries out many programme evaluations of large-scale samples, 
such as Head Start, High/Scope Preschool Program and the Chicago Child Parent 
Centre Program. This is partly because there is public pressure on presenting 
performance results and justifying public spending in the country and partly due to the 
accumulated knowledge and advancement of research on policy and programme 
evaluation. 

 In the United Kingdom, there is a comprehensive programme of research that has 
evaluated Sure Start, including a study on the impacts of Sure Start local programmes 
on child development and families. The Department for Education has also carried out a 
longitudinal study (Effective Provision of Pre-School Education), analysing the impact of 
participation in different ECEC settings on young children’s intellectual and 
social/behavioural development between ages three and seven. A longitudinal extension 
to this study (Effective Provision of Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education) also 
analyses the impact of preschool and primary school on children’s intellectual and 
social/behavioural development between the ages of three to fourteen.   

 The federal government of Canada, the provincial government of Manitoba and 
community-based partners have been working in partnership since 1997 on a 
longitudinal study that follows children from preschool to school entry and beyond to 
measure how child care affects children’s behaviour and development in the areas of 
social skills, problem solving, motor skills and school readiness. “The 1997 Manitoba 
Birth Cohort Study” follows 635 children born in 1997; and over time, the study will 
provide insight on how early child care and other experiences influence children’s 
development. Several research findings have already been published, which support 
decisions and policies in this area, such as Manitoba’s Early Learning and Child Care 
Curriculum and Manitoba’s Family Choices Agenda.    

Establishing a national or provincial body dedicated to advancing research on ECEC 

 In Korea, the Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (KICCE), a national research 
institute, was established in December 2005 to take a systematic approach to advancing 
research on ECEC policy and support ECEC services more efficiently. Before its 
establishment, policy research on ECEC had been conducted separately by the Korea 
Educational Development Institute, Korea Women’s Development Institute, and the 
Korea Institute of Health and Social Affairs. KICCE conducts a range of policy research 
on ECEC, serves as a databank and plays a role in bringing stakeholders from the 
education and the care sectors together to provide opportunities for dialogues. Recently, 
KICCE, as assigned by the central government, developed a common curriculum for 
five-year-olds (the Nuri Curriculum) and is in charge of training 20 000 teachers, 
developing supporting materials, providing consultation and monitoring curriculum use to 
ensure a successful implementation of the Nuri Curriculum.  

 In Australia, the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority (ACECQA), 
a new national body, will play a role in undertaking research and evaluation activities 
regarding ECEC. This will create a strong evidence base for informing and supporting 
ACECQA’s functions and driving continuous quality improvement. It will also contribute 
to building the Australian evidence base on early childhood development, which will be 
used for policy and strategy development. 

http://www.kicce.re.kr/
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 The Child Care Coalition of Manitoba (Canada), a public education and advocacy 
organisation, has initiated research quantifying the economic and social impacts of child 
care across its province. Based on research findings, the coalition makes 
recommendations to the local government on issues, such as the need for more child 
care services, higher quality services, more affordable and accessible services, and a 
better supported and resourced labour force. The coalition invites member organisations 
to attend an annual general meeting and participate in campaigns and activities. 
Members include parents, the labour movement, women’s groups, the child care 
community, educators and researchers, and organisations committed to social justice 
and community economic development, among others. The coalition works 
collaboratively with the national child care advocacy movement. 

Conducting or contracting research programmes that will inform policy and practice 

 In Ireland, there are two actions taken to carry out policy-relevant research. First, a 
Scientific and Policy Advisory Committee has been established. Second, a Project Team 
and Steering Group comprised of key policy makers have been established to have 
operational and strategic oversight on a policy research agenda. 

 In Portugal, the government often contracts research and external evaluations on 
ECEC out to the research departments of universities. The research and evaluations 
play a role in providing recommendations on various educational issues. 

 In Korea, the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology commissions city and 
provincial Offices of Education, as well as seven Early Childhood Education and 
Development Institutes (ECEDI) across the country, to carry out practice-oriented 
research projects. The Ministry finances these projects with its budget for local special 
subsidies. City/provincial Offices of Education and ECEDIs develop and implement 
various programmes, such as extra-curricular activity programmes for full-day 
kindergartens and teacher training programmes, and disseminate audio-visual aids for 
promoting kindergarten curriculums to help practitioners implement curricula. The 
Ministry of Health and Welfare commissions the Korea Childcare Promotion Institute, 
one of its affiliated organisations, to conduct research on child care centre accreditation 
and child care teacher qualification management to inform policy and practice.  

 In Slovenia, the government finances research programmes in the ECEC field. In the 
last decades, several researches have been conducted on: the daily routine in preschool 
institutions and the first year of schooling before and after the curricular reform; early 
development of early literacy and language; and self-evaluations of preschool education 
as a means to improve quality.  

 In British Columbia (Canada), the provincial government has provided funding to a 
project set up by a university that focuses on Investigating Quality Early Learning 
Environments. This project broadened and deepened discussions related to quality in 
ECEC at the local, provincial, national and international levels. It promoted discussions 
on quality through various forums on ECEC as well as professional learning for early 
childhood educators. 

 England (United Kingdom) has contracted the National Academy of Parenting 
Research on a five-year contract until March 2012 to conduct a programme of parenting 
and family research, examining and evaluating innovative parenting interventions that 
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work with vulnerable families. Part of this includes a project on the Commissioning 
Toolkit, which describes many of the parenting programmes offered in England and 
highlights the programmes which are most effective.  

 In Finland, the Academy of Finland’s Research Programme (SKIDI-KI`DS) focuses on 
promoting children’s health and welfare at the system level. The programme aims at 
supporting and encouraging multidisciplinary research approaches regarding risk 
management of children’s health, welfare and environment. The programme consists of 
three themes: 1) the environment of early childhood growth; 2) service systems; and 3) 
challenges in improving children’s health and welfare. The project Quality Interaction – 
Quality Learning: Nature of Medication and Interaction in Finnish Preschool and First 
Grade Setting has been carried out by the University of Helsinki. The main purpose of 
the study is to examine the nature of staff-child interactions in early learning settings.  

 In the United Kingdom, the Innovation Unit conducts a research programme, 
Transforming Early Years, funded by the National Endowment for Science, Technology 
and the Arts. The programme aims to find better policy solutions for child-relevant 
services at lower costs to improve the lives of families with very young children. The 
Innovation Unit is closely supporting six localities to translate the Radical Efficiency 
model into a sequence of activities to design services that achieve better outcomes at 
lower costs than current services. This programme is expected to provide the localities 
with new perspectives on the challenges they face as well as potential solutions and to 
generate new service ideas for children. 

 In Norway, the government finances, through the Research Council of Norway, 
research programmes, such as the Programme for Practice-based Educational 
Research (PRAKUT) (2010-14) and Educational Research towards 2020 (EDUCATION 
2020) (2009-13). These programmes will enhance the knowledge base for policy making, 
public administration, professional education and professional practice. PRAKUT shall 
enhance the quality of ECEC, basic education and teacher education. The aim of this 
programme is to link closely between research and the field of practice. The aim of 
EDUCATION 2020 is to optimise development and learning for children, young people 
and adults. As part of this programme, the government is also financing a large, 
interdisciplinary, five-year research project about quality in Norwegian ECEC. 

http://www.commissioningtoolkit.org/
http://www.commissioningtoolkit.org/

