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Childminding’s Role in Early Childhood Education and Care
[bookmark: _GoBack]In 2023, Childminding emerged as a central topic of discussion within the context of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) in Ireland.  Recent increases in financial subsidies for families opting for Tusla registered ECEC provision, has influenced increased discourse regarding childminders’ potential role in offering government supports to families (Childminding Ireland 2023; McQuinn 2023).  Furthermore, there has also been a growing emphasis on the forthcoming regulations for Childminding.  With the anticipated introduction of these regulations in 2024, it becomes imperative to cultivate public awareness about the nature of Childminding and, more significantly, what it entails.  This article defines the uniqueness of Childminding while examining the argument for the need to consider Childminders as equal partners in ECEC provision within Ireland.


Defining Childminding
Childminding stands out as a distinctive form of ECEC provision as highlighted by Hayes (2022), with 16 % children requiring ECEC, benefiting from Childminders (CSO, 2022).  This underscores the significant role that Childminders play within Irish society.  A Childminder is defined as a self- employed person, who works single-handedly in their own home (CMI, 2023).  While there is some ongoing confusion regarding the distinctions between Childminders, Nannys, or Au Pairs, it is essential to clarify that Nannies and Au Pairs are directly employed by the family and work within the family’s home.  In contrast, Childminders differ to centre-based ECEC providers, as centre-based provision is situated in a building outside the family home or in a separate area attached to the family home.   However, in Childminding, children have access to the family home and become an extended part of the Childminder’s family.  This close-knit relationship was emphasised by O’Regan et al. (2022) who found that Childminder’s in Ireland advocated for recognition for the uniqueness of their profession rather than being compared to centre-based ECEC provision. 

Types of Childminder
Gathering data on Childminding in Ireland is challenging, characterised by uncertainty and variability (DECIDY, 2021).  Estimates around Childminding vary, with figures suggesting between 13,000 (CSO, 2022) to 35,000 (CMI, 2023) providers nationwide. It is crucial to acknowledge that no two Childminders are identical and that they offer great variety which may be influenced by contextual factors for example, the type of family home and its’ location (e.g., urban or rural) or the type of provision offered. There are currently no childminder-specific qualifications available.  However, 68% of Childminders questioned in a recent survey had a qualification at Level 5 or above on the National Framework of Qualifications (DECIDY, 2023).   


Tusla Registered Childminders (TRCs)
Currently, less than 0.5% of Childminders are regulated by Tusla (2022), with a maximum capacity of six mixed-aged children (CMI, 2023).  Tusla (2023)mandates registration for Childminders with more than four preschool-aged children.  TRCs are classified as either ELC Childminders (0 to primary school age) or SAC Childminders (primary school age to 15 years), following corresponding regulations.  ELC Childminders require an NFQ Level 5 ECEC qualification (or equivalent), while SAC Childminders are exempt from formal requirements.  Despite their low numbers, TRCs offer diverse ECEC services, including full-day care, sessional services, part-time care, and SAC care, reflecting Childminding’s variety.  They may access government-funded programmes including the ECCE scheme and National Childcare Scheme.  Inspections entail Tusla assessing for quality and regulation, Pobal inspections for financial compliance, and Department of Education inspections for ECCE Scheme providers (Department of Education, 2023).  Core Funding, initiated in 2022, is under review in conjunction with the NAPC (DECIDY, 2021).

Voluntary Notified Childminders (VNCs)
Voluntary Notified Childminders are currently exempt from registration as they care for less than six children of mixed ages with no more than three of preschool age (CMI, 2022).  There are  approximately 750 VNCs in Ireland (DCEIDY, 2021) which involves notifying their local County Childcare Committee of their intention to operate a Childminding service.  VNCs must hold valid Childminding insurance and are required to have Garda Vetting (i.e., process to establish if an individual has a criminal record or may pose a threat).  There are currently no systems in place for VNCs to register with Tusla. Similarly to TRCs, VNCs each offer a variety of Childminding services (as outlined above), however, they currently cannot offer government funded schemes.




Informal Childminding
TRCs and VNCs constitute a minority within the broader Childminding landscape in Ireland; the exact number of Childminders remains uncertain.  Many families use relatives for childcare provision or have ad-hoc arrangements in place where the Childminder may be operating with no insurance or Garda Vetting in place (DECIDY, 2021). Due to unknown ratios, this type of Childminding provision can potentially pose a risk to the children and to the Childminder.  Therefore, it was essential for  change in legislation to be implemented.  In 2023, the government approved the drafting of the Child Care (Amendment) Bill allowing for the removal of the exemption of some Childminders to register (DCEIDY, 2023).

Childminding for Families
There are many reasons why Childminding is a flexible option for families varying from non- traditional working hours to accommodating siblings being placed together.  Childminding resembles an extension of the immediate family setting, where the same families may collaborate with childminders long term and through many important transitions in a child’s life.  

Childminding for Children
Childminding may benefit children who struggle in larger centre-based ECEC settings due to lower ratios, consistency of care and a less overwhelming environment (Cassidy, 2021).  A recent survey by Childminding Ireland (CMI) found that 42% of Childminders questioned had experienced working with children in their setting who required additional supports (CMI, 2022).  However, access can be challenging, especially for children with physical disabilities, as each Childminder’s home varies, necessitating adaptations.  Balancing full inclusion with home alterations can be complex, and the practical elements of the required alterations to the Childminders home which will have a direct impact on the Childminders family life.  


Supports for Childminding
Traditionally, Childminding has lacked support in policy and society (O’Gorman, 2021). However CMI, has been a vital resource for both Childminders and parents for four decades (CMI, 2023).  CMI offers diverse support, including training, financial advice, and policy insights, along with fostering a crucial community of practice to combat the isolation often experienced by Childminders.  Childminders can also access their local County Childcare Committees, many of which have Childminding Development Officers to assist with business setup, policy updates, and financial aid.  For example, Minister O'Gorman recently increased funding for the Childminding Development Grant due to oversubscription (DCEIDY, 2023).  The CMDG helps Childminders establish their services, purchase equipment, and enhance their settings.

The National Action Plan for Childminding (2021 -2028)
The NAPC was developed to outline steps towards the regulation and professional recognition of Childminding in Ireland (DECIDY, 2021).  While the introduction of the NAPC is important, it is necessary to have meaningful consultation with Childminders acknowledging the variety of provision available and how mandatory regulatory requirements may impact on each individual Childminder.  The DCEIDY (2023) acknowledged the importance of reaching Childminders who have no engagement with support agencies. Incoming regulations will impact on Childminders in a variety of ways, and a “one size fits all” approach will not suffice.

Concluding thoughts
Childminders play a pivotal and indispensable role within Irish society.  With impending changes on the horizon for Childminding beginning in 2024, it becomes imperative to foster awareness regarding the identity and professional role of Childminders.  Recognising the diversity among Childminders is crucial, and it is paramount that regulations mirror the distinct qualities of each setting.  Any changes to Childminding must be approached and developed with utmost care to ensure the preservation of this indispensable contributor and vital partner in ECEC in Ireland.
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