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INTRODUCTION. 

To tackle inequality, the New Labour government announced a commitment to eradicate 
child poverty by 2020. Parents in employment were regarded as vital to the reduction of 
poverty, and along with nurseries and preschools, childminders were essential for ensuring 
sufficient childcare was available to meet parents’ needs.  Childminders have been judged 
against the same Ofsted criteria and standards required of all early years providers since 
2005 and were incorporated into the English education system in 2008.   Research has 
shown that it is high quality early years provision that enhances the lifelong chances of 
disadvantaged children.  However, childminders have been portrayed as offering inferior 
provision.   
 
The childminders’ role is challenging.  Childminders work long hours; the physical needs of 
very young children, the demands of meeting the diverse childcare requirements of 
individual families and the anxiety of maintaining a sustainable business are all problems 
that have to be addressed.  Additionally, rural childminders have the barrier of isolation.  
Nonetheless, childminders practising in rural local authorities have achieved ‘outstanding’ 
Ofsted judgements.  The study set out to identify factors that have enabled childminders 
working in rural local authorities to achieve ‘outstanding’ practice and to thus to contribute 
to the development of policy and practice.   

This study provides a perspective of childminders which has hitherto been lacking; that of 
articulate, educated, reflective, committed professionals.  
 
The study demonstrated that proposals to the changes in childminder regulation and 
inspection resulting from a change of government and policy are premised on false claims 
and show a disregard for international research and policy. 
 



KEY FINDINGS. 

Childminders are most likely to achieve quality practice when working within a local 
authority:  

 With a structured childminder network that incorporates a quality assurance 
scheme;  

 With officers solely responsible for childminders; 

 That holds a full record of childminders’ qualifications.  

Childminders ascribe their ‘outstanding’ practice to: 

 Qualification training; 

 Supportive childminder colleagues; 

 Formal and informal childminding networks; 

 Knowledgeable local authority support and development officers. 

Childminders face: 

 Disparate support from local authorities; 

 Disparate support compared to other early years providers within their local 
authority; 

 A threatened reversal of the professionalism achieved through qualifications and 
training. 

 

METHODOLOGY. 

A mixed method research design was used.   

A questionnaire was returned by 45 local authorities providing information of the support 
offered to childminders.  Data was analysed using Microsoft Excel application to create 
graphs and tables. 

A data-base analysis of the Ofsted inspection judgements of childminders living in each of 
the 19 rural local authorities, identified by DEFRA categorisation, was carried out between 
September 2008 and October 2009.  Data was analysed using Microsoft Excel application to 
create graphs and tables. 

A document analysis was carried out on the 34 ‘outstanding’ Ofsted reports of childminders 
working in the rural local authority with the highest number of ‘outstanding’ childminders.   
A second document analysis was carried out on the Ofsted reports of all childminders 
interviewed.  Criteria, based on the Early Years Professional Standards (CWDC, 2008) were 
used to interrogate individual reports, using key words to analyse the reports. 



Between October 2011 and May 2012, semi-structured telephone interviews were 
conducted with 55 childminders living in rural local authorities, who had achieved an 
‘outstanding’ Ofsted judgement between September 2008 and August 2009.  Interviews 
produced both quantitative and qualitative data.  The quantitative data was analysed using 
Microsoft Excel.  Qualitative data produced through interviews was analysed using 
‘Qualitative Content Analysis’ (Schreier, 2012) by creating categories and coding frames. 

 

 FINDINGS. 

1 Local authorities’ support for childminders. 

The range of local authority support offered to childminders is inequitable; 18% report 
having no network structure for childminders.  91% of those with a network restrict 
membership and therefore network support is not available to all childminders within those 
local authorities.  One local authority restricts membership to 60 of its 286 childminders.  
Another allows membership to only 40 of its 150 childminders at any one time.  22% of local 
authorities do not support childminders through a quality assurance scheme.  The ratio of 
local authority officer support to childminder ranges from 1: 17.5 to 1:298; the mean ratio 
being 1:187. 

Childminders report training offered by local authorities is often inappropriate for the level 
of qualification they hold and the depth of knowledge they have. 49% of local authorities 
hold incomplete or no records of childminder qualification, suggesting there is an 
unawareness of the training needs of practitioners. 

Childminders reported not having been visited by local authority officers during the period 
of childminding; one childminder reported being visited twice in 11 years.  Childminders 
report some officers had little experience of childminding or had less knowledge, 
understanding and expertise of the early years than the childminders themselves.  Local 
authority officers hold lesser qualifications than the childminders they are supporting and 
advising. 

 

2 Features of practice of the rural local authority with the highest number of 
‘outstanding’ childminders. 

This local authority: 

 Holds full records of childminders’ qualifications;  

 Shares support with a Service Provider; 

 Operates a ratio of one support worker to 74 childminders (LA mean 1:187);   

 Employs an officer with sole responsibility for supporting childminders;  

 Has an established childminder network; 



 Has a structured network system through which childminders are supported to 
progress; 

 Has a network with no initial criteria to meet but evidence of practice and training is 
required to access higher levels; 

 Has a quality assurance scheme incorporated into their network structure; 

 Has internet information that is continually updated; hard copies of information are 
also sent to childminders. 

 

3 Ofsted report analysis. 

100% of childminders were identified as being reflective practitioners with a commitment to 
improve through ongoing training.  Inspectors judged all childminders to have detailed 
knowledge and understanding of the Early Years Foundation Stage.  Reports show all 
childminders were effective at providing routines that meet children’s individual needs, 
observation, which is used to plan for children’s next steps, and providing child-led indoor 
and outdoor activities.  Inspectors identified the trusting, sensitive relationships 
childminders had with 98% of children and families.   

 

4 Quality provision. 

Childminders’ description of ‘quality practice and provision’ was broader than the Ofsted 
criteria and encompassed elements of quality identified through the Effective Provision of 
Pre-school Education (EPPE) research (Sylva et al., 2004).   Childminders overwhelmingly 
thought inspectors focused on paperwork and office organisational skills rather than 
observed practice with children. 

 

5 Childminders’ qualifications and training.  

18% of childminders held a degree on entry to childminding.  15% of childminders had 
gained a childcare degree since taking up childminding and a further 7% of childminders 
were engaged in childcare degree qualification study.  73% of childminders had undertaken 
early years qualification training since becoming childminders.  This evidence challenges the 
poor perception held of childminders (Fauth et al., 2011; Owen, 2007; Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, 2001). 

Childminders reported that local authorities frequently take no account of the hours worked 
by childminders or of the distances to training venues when planning training. 

 

 



6 Childminders’ sources of support. 

Findings showed that childminder colleagues provided the greatest support to practitioners.  
Informal networks offering advice, self-organised training, sharing of resources and holiday 
cover were identified as important.   

89% of childminders acknowledged and appreciated provision of the qualification training 
which had provided the opportunity to develop understanding and expertise.   

Childminders who had access to well-organised local authority networks recognised the 
value gained from training and a quality assurance scheme to developing practice. 

‘Buddy’ schemes were seen as valuable support for new childminders as well as important 
to established childminders, providing them with an opportunity to evaluate practice and 
develop the rationale underpinning quality provision.   

Transferable skills from previous administrative and financial employment were recognised 
as impacting upon the presentation of evidence needed for an Ofsted inspection. 

 

7 Sharing ‘outstanding’ practice.  

‘Outstanding’ childminders had not been acknowledged by local authorities, who had 
therefore missed the opportunity of disseminating good practice beyond the setting, as 
noted in Ofsted documentation.  Ignoring this valuable resource perpetuates a lack of 
appreciation of childminders as well as demonstrates ‘bad house-keeping’.  Having invested 
government funding into workforce training, local authorities are overlooking the rich 
combination of knowledge and understanding developed through study and the depth of 
expertise gained in practice.  

 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION. 

 

The interviews took place during a period of economic recession and severe government 
cut-backs impacting upon local authority budgets.   The Chief Inspector of Ofsted has 
suggested a separation of the care and education elements in childminding and removing 
childminders from Ofsted’s remit (House of Commons, 2012, Q83). Elizabeth Truss, 
Parliamentary Under Secretary of State (Education and Childcare) has proposed a 
deregulation of childminding, enabling childminders to care for a greater number of children 
and claims changes will facilitate cheaper provision for parents (Truss, 2012).   
 

 

 

 



IMPLICATIONS. 

 

This study has shown that the inequity of support from local authorities has directly 
impacted upon the quality of home-based childcare offered to families.  This can be 
addressed through: 

 Local authorities establishing, funding and supporting structured inclusive 
childminder networks that incorporates a quality assurance scheme through which 
all childminders are supported to progress; 

 The requirement that local authority officers charged to support childminders hold a 
relevant Early Years degree; 

 Local authorities establishing and funding a peer mentoring system for childminders.  
New childminders should have the support of an experienced and qualified mentor 
for at least the first year of practice; 

 The creation of a national childminder website, managed by qualified personnel who 
are able to offer advice, support and administrative proforma and training modules 
created specifically for home-based practitioners. 

 

This study has shown that childminders feel the proposed changes to registration and 
regulation will have damaging consequence on the service they offer.  Childminders 
identified the following issues of concern: 

 Children’s safety will be put at risk if regulations are relaxed.  Current proposals to 
encourage informal arrangements could compromise the protection of children. 

 There is an assumption that childminders would take on the care of more children 
and therefore reduce their charges to parents.   

 Removing childminders from the Ofsted inspection process by separating care from 
education will effectively reduce the status of childminders and return childminding 
an inferior position amongst early years providers. 

 

CONCLUSIONS. 

 

By linking to the literature, this study: 

 Reflects a finding from the seminal work undertaken by Brian and Sonia Jackson 
(1979) that identified the inconsistency of support offered to childminders.  This 
study mirrors unacceptable attitudes held by local authorities of their responsibilities 
towards childminders.  



 Reflects a disregard of the importance of holistic provision needed for babies and 
young children to achieve the best possible life chances.  Proposals made by Ofsted’s 
Chief Inspector are at odds with the International Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, international policy recommendation, rigorous research findings and the 
educated thinking that brought about the merging of care and education in England.   

 Reflects a misrepresentation of information by Michael Wilshaw presented to a 
House of Commons Committee as the rationale for changes in childminder 
inspection (House of Commons, 2012, Q83). 

 Reflects Elizabeth Truss’ disregard of accurate information on which changes are 
premised.   Wilshaw’s claim (Truss, 2012, p.4) is used as well as a statement that 
childminders have to be a network member (ibid. p2.).  Data from this research has 
shown this cannot be so. 

 Reflects a demand by the current government, spearheaded by Elizabeth Truss, that 
childminders as well as other low-paid childcare workers should ‘to rise to the 
challenge’ (DfE, 2012) of providing inexpensive care for babies and young children to 
enable mothers to return to work in order to boost the nations’ economy (Forsyth, 
2012).  The National Childminding Association (NCMA) (2011) survey reported 16% 
of respondents making a loss from their business.  Thus a group of low-paid, 
undervalued workers are being exhorted to redress the crisis caused by the financial 
sector that retains annual bonuses (ONS, 2011), higher than the average wage 
earned by childminders (NCMA, 2011).  

  

Further information about this study can be obtained from: l.evans@sheffield.ac.uk  
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