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The Possibilities Project is funded by the European Union Equal Programme.  It involves a number of regional and transnational partners.  In Northern Ireland the partners are GingerBread Northern Ireland, The Department for Employment and Learning, the University of Ulster (School of Policy Studies) and Belfast Gems.  The overall aim of the programme is to achieve greater equality of opportunity for lone parents in Northern Ireland to enter employment.  The Northern Ireland Project has two main components- to conduct research relating to lone parents and employment and to develop pre-employment training programmes specific to the needs of lone parents.  

This paper presents the findings to date on the views of lone parents about childcare and the relationship between childcare and employment. It is the first in a series of occasional papers based on the research findings.

We would welcome your views on any of the issues raised in the paper.  To arrange to receive further papers in the series, please contact:  Dr Ann Marie Gray
Senior Lecturer in Social Administration & Policy 
028 90 366689

am.gray@ulster.ac.uk

This paper draws on data from a qualitative study of lone parents, employment and training in Northern Ireland.  In this the first of our occasional papers, the key focus is with lone parents’ views on childcare.  

Methodology

This paper is based on qualitative data obtained through 50 in-depth interviews with lone parents carried out between October 2005 and February 2006.  Interviews were used to gather data on lone parents’ current circumstances, views and experiences with regard to training/employment and balancing family and parenting responsibilities.  The interviews were either conducted in the person’s home or in a location convenient to them.  Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  The data were coded according to emergent themes and analysed using thematic content analysis.
Demographic profile of sample

All participants in our sample are female.  The age range is 17-56 with a mean age of 31 and a modal age of 36.  Over a quarter of the mothers are aged between 17 and 25 and 10 per cent are over 45 years.

Seventy per cent have never been married, 22 per cent are separated and 8 per cent are divorced.  Fifty per cent have been a lone parent for four years or less.  Forty two per cent had one child and 24 per cent had two children.  All had dependent children of varying ages.
 Forty two per cent of the children fall within the pre-school age range, 40 per cent primary school, and 18 per cent are post primary school age.

Only a small number of lone parents in this sample group are currently in employment. All respondents had participated or were currently undertaking training for work under one of three programmes: Possibilities,
 Choices
 or the New Deal for Lone Parents.  

Childcare Policy

Co-ordinating and arranging childcare can be a complex issue depending on the number of children in the family and their ages.  A study by Skinner (2003) exploring how parents reconcile work and family care concluded co-ordinating childcare arrangements is a skilled activity.  Specifically, this entails synchronizing childcare, pre-school and primary school education with work commitments, and the availability of formal and informal support with transporting children at critical times.  Given Skinner’s evidence regarding the difficulties two parent families experience co-ordinating work and childcare, it is likely that lone parents will experience similar or greater difficulties.  Many of these were highlighted in the interviews which provide the basis for this discussion.  
Childcare has never been a universal service in the UK with successive governments seeing it as a private responsibility (Land, 2002).  What has changed under the Labour government since 1997 is that it has achieved attention as a major policy issue with childcare being seen as an important part of the battle against child poverty by facilitating parents to undertake paid work.  In England there has been significant financial investment in childcare and in early years education.  In 1998, a five year National Childcare Strategy for England was published (DfEE, 1998). And, although it has been argued that this has been more about expanding early years education than childcare (Lewis, 2003), it represents a departure from previous policy in terms of the degree of central government planning and responsibility.     Other policy initiatives include the introduction of a childcare subsidy (initially Childcare Tax Credit, later renamed the Childcare element of Working Tax Credit) to assist low-income families with childcare costs.  A direct outcome of these policy developments has been a huge expansion of the private sector in childcare provision.  A somewhat separate set of policies relating to tackling child poverty such as Sure Start, also resulted in an emphasis on providing families with parenting support and early years development provision for children living in disadvantaged areas..

In 2004 a new Ten Year Strategy for England was published (HM Treasury, 2004) which emphasizes the educational and developmental benefits of pre-school education for children.   Ball and Vincent (2005) suggest that the rhetoric is increasingly of universal childcare with services being provided through integrated children’s centres with the Labour government committing itself to a number of children’s centres per constituency in England.  This point is taken up by Skinner (2006) who points to the fact that local authorities are to facilitate the private and voluntary sector childcare market and will be able to provide services directly themselves where needed- which she also identifies as a move towards universal childcare.     The issue of cost remains paramount.  To date,  policy to increase child care and early years provision and subsidies for working parents has not appeared to narrow the gap for parents between childcare costs and low earnings, Chevalier and Vitanen (2003) found that the price of childcare in the UK is higher than in many other countries where there is public provision.  In addition, Tax Credits can only be used to pay for  formal care and can therefore not be claimed by parents who choose, or have to rely on informal family care.  Skinner (2006) discusses the arguments put forward for supply-side funding rather than demand led funding which has been argued by Penn and Randall (2005) to produce a perverse incentive for providers to raise costs.  

Childcare Policy and Provision in Northern Ireland

In a major study of childcare in Northern Ireland (Gray and Breugal, 2003) reviewed services for children up to age 14.  They found that there was a much lower level of full-time nursery provision in Northern Ireland and child minding services than in England and childminders (half of whom were unregistered) looked after 21 per cent of children under 12.   They concluded that the use of formal childcare in Northern Ireland remained low due to lower provision but that 25% of children under 12 in Northern Ireland had some form of informal care from somebody other than their parents.  

Department of Health and Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) statistics for 2005 (DHSSPS, 2005) report 3,370 registered childminders providing 18,065 places, 245 day nurseries providing 9,197 places, 584 playgroups providing 13,770 places and 259 out of school clubs providing 6,288 places.  The vast majority of day nurseries (77%) are in the private sector and the number of places in this sector has increased by almost 25% since 2000.  The number of registered childminding places dropped by 10% between 2000 and 2005.  Analysis of data from DHSSPS (2005) reveals that the number of registered child minder and day care places in Northern Ireland equates to 1 place for every 6.4 children under four.
In Northern Ireland four government departments – Department for Health, Social Services and Public Safety, Department for Employment and Learning, Department for Social Development and the Department of Education, share responsibility for childcare.  In 1999, the Northern Ireland Childcare strategy was set out in Children First (DHSSPS, 1999).  Children First envisaged an integrated approach to early childhood education and care in Northern Ireland identifying three main challenges for childcare – variable quality, affordability and limited access.   In a review of the Children First policy (DHSSPS, 2005), some of the deficiencies of the Children First policy and implementation of it are acknowledged.  The review  recommends that there is a reshaping of the childcare vision for Northern Ireland including the allocation of mainstream funding to the childcare strategy.  It also recommends that there should be clearer accountability for action relating to the implementation of childcare policy and that more robust leadership structures are required to drive forward an integrated childcare service.

Just as there has been no one government department responsible for childcare in Northern Ireland, funding has come from a plethora of sources including the European Union and National Lottery money.  Funding from Europe includes money for childcare provision from the European Union Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation (EUSSPPR).  This is a special initiative established to support the transition of Northern Ireland from a conflict to a peaceful society.  Between 1996 and 2000 the Childhood Fund, an administering body for this special European funding administered £32 million and between 2000-2006 £9 million. The dangers of relying on short term funding were obvious in 2005 when 200 out of 237 voluntary sector out of school clubs faced closure until the government stepped in with short-term ‘crisis’ funding.  Mainstream funding for childcare has been considerably less than in Britain and the very heavy reliance on European Union funds will not be sustainable in the long term.     

Although the Sure Start initiative was introduced in Northern Ireland, with the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety having responsibility for Sure Start, again funding has not been on the scale of investment in other parts of the UK. In 2006, the Northern Ireland Pre-School Playgroup Association estimates that at this level of funding Sure Start can only deliver services to 20 per cent of children aged 0-4 (NIPPA, 2006).  

There have been other developments in terms of early years provision in Northern Ireland.  In  March 2006, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland announced a Children and Young Person’s Package to be targeted in areas with 20 per cent of the most disadvantaged wards in Northern Ireland (Office of the First and Deputy First Minister, 2006).  This package will provide £13.25 million for extended schools and  £3.85 million for early years provision supporting an expansion of Sure Start (including supporting and developing links between Sure Start and early years pre-school provision), a Planned Development Programme for two year olds, and investment of approximately 0.65m to allow day care to be provided within Sure Start projects.  The Secretary of State notes (OFMDFM, 2006, 6) that ‘this funding will identify and meet need for day care in areas of deprivation to allow parents to access work or training’. Since 1998, £58 million has been invested in pre-school provision under the Department of Education’s Pre-School Education Expansion Programme, creating 10,000 new pre-school education places.  Figures released by DENI for 2006 report 21,000 funded places (DENI, 2006a).
 In April 2006 the Department of Education for Northern Ireland published the outcomes from a review of pre-school education in Northern Ireland (DENI, 2006b). In the foreword to the document the Minister said, ‘… we must be clear about delivering coherent and family friendly support that: promotes the physical and social development of children; ensures children can make the best start at school; and enables parents to choose employment, training or study’.  Clearly the government is attempting to reconcile concerns about the early years development of children with the policy of getting more parents into the labour market.  From 2007 responsibility for Sure Start and other early years activities will pass to DENI as part of the drive to integrate early years support and, as noted earlier, the commitment to early years provision to enhance services for children age 0-4 and their families is to be supported by the Children and Young Person’s Fund.  However, it must be stressed that the goal of these developments is enhancing child development rather than increasing childcare provision per se.  While there is doubtlessly a link between the two, there needs to be a clearer analysis of how such developments will translate into childcare places and what additional developments are required to support the emergence of a comprehensive childcare strategy

There remains heavy reliance on informal sources of childcare in Northern Ireland, especially from grandparents.  In a survey on grandparents conducted as part of the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey in 2004, 70 per cent of grandparents agreed or strongly agreed that they ‘often had to put themselves out to look after their grandchildren’.  Thirty-three per cent helped with childminding or babysitting during the day once a week or more and 14 per cent of working age grandmothers have had to cut down or give up work to look after grandchildren.  Evason, Llloyd and Dowds (2005) in a research update on the findings suggest that while the data does not suggest whether or not grandparents resent this it does produce evidence of reliance.

In this study the majority of participants who currently require childcare (34%) told us that they used family or friends.  For most, this was a mother or sister. For the majority of the participants this was also the preferred form of childcare.  Reliance on family for childminding, and other support (including financial) is a strong theme emerging from the interviews.  The role of grandparents in providing care for children is not surprising given the low provision of childcare services in the UK compared with many other European states.  However, this is unlikely to be a satisfactory solution to childcare difficulties for the long term in the context of the geographical dispersion of families, the increase in the number of women in the labour market and the policy objective of raising the number of over 50s in paid work (Gray, 2005).  

Participants’ views on the factors influencing choice of childcare?

Lone mothers’ views about employment are closely connected to their view about motherhood and more specifically their obligations and responsibilities as lone mothers (Millar and Ridge, 2001). One important consideration is the age of the youngest child (Bell et al, 2005; Evason and Robinson, 1998; Millar and Ridge, 2001).  The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment in Northern Ireland (DETI, 2006) found the economic activity rate for female heads of family to be influenced by the age of the youngest dependant child and that when the youngest child was age 0-4 the activity rate (63%) was eleven percentage points lower than the rate for the 11-15 (74%) age group.  However, while the age of the youngest dependant child is undoubtedly an important factor in determining entry/re-entry into the labour market it is difficult to assign any more importance to the age factor than to the wage factor.  Of those respondents who expressed a desire to take part in paid work, decisions were largely (78%) influenced by both the age of the youngest child AND pay levels. For example, a lone parent of four children commented that ‘eventually maybe when the wee boy is left school, he’s 13 now, when he’s left that’d be one more I’ll not be able to get money for, so that means I might be better off working.’
Prioritising the needs of child/ren over paid work emerged as a common theme in responses.  In some cases this was because there was a perception that the child/ren were affected by parental break-up … ‘I only stopped working when we became separated because the children were so traumatized by everything.’  The lone parents in this study were very protective about their children and about their need to be there for them.  This is even more evident where a relationship breakdown had been traumatic, perhaps as a result of domestic violence.  A number of participants also had a child with a disability or long-standing illness who required considerable attention.  One mother said, ‘It’s very hard for me – nobody would mind my son even though he’s a lovely child and he’s very talkative … you know – ADHD is very hard.’  Another said, ‘ I just wanted to leave (work) when I saw my wee girl was unhappy.  She didn’t want to go in and it broke my heart leaving her there.’  

Some participants expressed clear reasons for preferring to leave their children with other family members stating that they were more comfortable leaving children with someone they knew and for a number there was a distrust of leaving children with strangers.  Gray and Breugal (2003) found that although many parents in their sample used family childcare out of preference, 66 per cent of those interviewed said they would have preferred formal care but for the expense.  

The findings from our sample suggest that some mothers feel very strongly that they want to be with their children and that this is best for the child – especially when they are young.  There was however a feeling among some mothers that this would be perceived in a negative way and they felt the need to justify their decision. For example, one mother stated ‘I couldn’t leave my kids with anybody else.  I know a lot of people use it as an excuse and say “oh no, I couldn’t leave my kids”  but I honestly couldn’t leave them with anyone.’  Another participant said, ‘I just thought it was better to look after my child than be away from him… you just have so many worries about it all.’
Predictably the cost of formal childcare was seen as prohibitive.  There is a strong perception among those interviewed that the cost of childcare would outweigh any financial gain from returning to work.  Childcare costs were frequently cited as the greatest barrier to returning to work, particularly where participants saw themselves only having access to low paid work.  ‘The cost of childcare is extortionate, so the level of pay is important’  was a comment made by one mother, which reflected the thinking of many others.  There was acknowledgement that government assistance was available for childcare and while a few participants felt this was a good incentive and a good help, the overwhelming view was that the cost was so expensive that even with the subsidy it was difficult to make up the remainder of the cost.  The views of one participant point to the range of problems with formal childcare, ‘it’s hard to get a baby sitter that is registered and they charge too much and the government doesn’t pay all of it.  They make it sound good but its not. Whenever you sit down with a pen and paper its not good at all.  You’re working for nothing.’  Another stated, ‘it wouldn’t have paid me to go back to work because I had thought about it and I thought its not going to pay me by the time I pay a childminder.  I weighed it all up.’

Difficulty in finding childcare was also a problem.  Several participants explained the steps they had taken to find a childminder or crèche.  One reported that she had got a list of registered child minders but there was not a single one in her area.  This lack of provision creates practical difficulties for mothers who had to place children with a minder or crèche some distance from their home or work place.  ‘If you find a job that’s around the corner from you, or you know like two miles north and you’re having to take the child maybe two miles south to the childminder before you can go to your job.’  A few mothers who use or had used family childcare noted that ideally they would prefer to use formal care pointing to some of the difficulties/tensions that can arise in situations where family members provide child care.  One participant stated that  ‘If you’re paying someone to do it you know that they are going to be doing it regularly and if you are working you need reliable child care.’  

There is a strong emphasis on the quality of childcare.  On the whole participants expressed a view that they would prefer crèches or nurseries to child minders.  A number of reasons were given to account for this, including, children having more opportunity to interact with children in crèches and the fact that children are safer and receive more attention in nurseries.  Previous experience influenced some views.  One mother told us she was reluctant to use childminders because ‘I had my two older boys with a registered childminder and I came home and found them in the outside hall; she put them there so that they would not make her home untidy.’  Another spoke of her problems in finding registered childcare to enable her to attend night classes.  At the same time she had reservations about using babysitters pointing out that, ‘babysitters don’t have the same kind of checks on them.’ 

One factor of importance may be participants’ lack of experience of using formal childcare and whether this had any bearing on the strong preference for family care.  One woman talked of a crèche close to where she lived but said that ‘it looks like a really posh place, it’s not for the likes of me.’  Bryson et al (1999) argue that if mothers had more experience of formal provision, they would rate it more highly.  A House of Commons report (2003) concluded that the government’s childcare strategy is “not sufficient” to enable parents to work.  The Committee recommended that childcare ‘taster’ weeks should be introduced for low-income families so that they could take on paid work “safe in the knowledge that their children are being cared for in quality childcare settings” (House of Commons Work and Pension’s Committee, 2003,30).  The National Employment Panel made a similar recommendation for Jobcentre Plus to increase lone parents’ confidence in formal childcare and ease the transition into paid work.  

The problem of finding appropriate care was exacerbated where a child attended playgroup or nursery for a short time and had to be picked up or where a child had a disability or special needs.  The lone parents in our survey who were in this position provided graphic descriptions of their attempts to put together packages of care with help from families, tax credits or child care training allowances and sometimes social services.  Some of the comments illustrate these problems:

 ‘There are a couple of evenings a week they are out of school before I am out and I have real problems trying to get childcare covered.  I am really having problems with an after school club for X who is 10…  A lot of after school clubs do not cater for that age and anywhere that does has a waiting list… its really, really hard to get childcare, especially somewhere that will pick them up from school.’  

‘He’s started proper nursery school and then it’s getting someone to pick him up … to take him to the after school nursery because I am so far away.’

It is very evident from the data collected thus far that much consideration is given to what is best for children and, for many parents, this results in the decision that to stay  at home with their children in their pre-school years.  This is likely to be reinforced by fairly conservative public attitudes and gender and family roles.  Social attitudes in the UK and particularly in Northern Ireland have been negative about mothers of pre-school children being employed full-time.  In the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (2002) only 8% of respondents felt that women should work full-time outside the home when there is a pre-school age child, 36% felt they should work part-time when children were this age.   Yet, at the same time, social attitudes can be negative about reliance on social security and authors have drawn attention to the contradictions evident in New Labour Policies.  On the one hand there is a strong message that all parents and indeed particularly lone parents should take part in paid work but, on the other, there is much emphasis on parenting duties and responsibilities and the need to be ‘good’ active, involved citizens (McDowell, 2004).  

Discussion

While an expansion in early years education provision is to be welcomed it will not necessarily result in an easing of childcare problems.  Many pre school places are part-time – two or three hours in the morning or afternoon.  What is needed is the setting up of integrated education and childcare services which would provide a remedy for a patchwork of childminders, nursery schools and grandmothers who make up a package of care for many working parents.  Research findings have consistently recommended that childcare also needs to be flexible in keeping with a labour market which is demanding people work more ‘flexible’ hours but there is little indication that there are significant developments in this respect.  

Policy makers need to examine the benefits and opportunities created by the provision of universal childcare services in other countries.  As McDowell (2005) notes, the National Childcare Strategy launched in England in 1998 shied away from direct public provision of childcare, instead opting for increasing private provision with childcare tax relief.  However, recent developments such as the idea of Children’s Centres in England could provide an opportunity to create a more flexible and universal system – for all working parents. In their study of mothers’ decision-making with respect to the care of their children and their own employment, Himmelweit and Sigala (2004) discuss many of the limitations on choice raised by mothers in our study.  Their findings also suggest that lone and partnered mothers identify with each other and do not see themselves as forging distinct groups in terms of their childcare needs (p.473). However, it is often even more important for lone parents that childcare is reliable, flexible  and affordable.  

Participants in this sample on the Possibilities programme had an opportunity to use the crèche in Gingerbread.  These mothers tended to speak of the importance of having childcare at, or close to, the training or employment base.  They also had confidence in the quality of childcare being provided.  There are probably a number of reasons for this- many of the mothers in this Possibilities intake had knowledge of Gingerbread or had undertaken training programmes previously so they were re-assured by this and by the reputation of the organization.  In fact, a number of mothers commented on the way in which attending the crèche had helped their children. It was also the case that training took place close to the crèche so mothers could check that children were settled. This may be particularly important for parents who have little experience of using formal childcare.  

  It is clear that childcare cannot be treated just like any other commodity.  As it exists the market in childcare is diverse and confusing with parents having concerns about gauging quality.  The system of subsidy through the childcare element of the Working Tax Credit is administratively complex and there is confusion among many parents in this survey about exactly what financial support is available and in what circumstances.  

The need for a radical change of culture in the workplace was also evident in the concerns of a number of parents in this study about impact on employment if children were ill or other family emergencies occurred.  There is certainly a perception of a very inflexible labour market with employers frowning on workers with substantive care responsibilities.  Such concerns have been raised in other studies (Spencer-Dawe, 2005; Vandrenth et al., 1999) and of course they do, to a large extent, reflect a reality.  Although there have been policy attempts to help working parents balance work and family life through providing greater flexibility for parents of young children, employers are not obligated to provide this.  A survey of 2504 families in Britain carried out in 2006 for the Department for Trade and Industry and the Department for Work and Pensions to gauge the impact of new employment rights for working parents found an increase in the provision of flexi-time opportunities, school term-time working and job sharing among British employers (Smeaton & Marsh, 2006).  However, flexible opportunities were found to differ geographically and were more likely to be offered by large employers where effects of staff absence could be smoothed out.   In addition, the authors found lone mothers less likely to return to work at all after childbirth and point out that those who did return, returned sooner than partnered mothers.  In common with our sample, adequate income from employment and high-quality affordable childcare were seen to be important concerns.  
But if choice is to be supported, policy-makers also need to take into account the choices lone parents make about paid work and about family and caring responsibilities.  If parents feel that their children need and benefit from them being at home – as is their right - then it is difficult to argue that this should not be respected.  This in turns means that the reliance on work as a route out of poverty will have clear limitations (Horgan, 2005).  Duncan et al (2004) explore this further when they talk about the government’s ‘rationality’ mistake arguing parents  do not just take decisions in an economically rational way but “with reference to moral and socially negotiated views about what behaviour is right and proper, and this varies between particular social groups, neighbourhoods and welfare states” (p.256).   

It is important to acknowledge the right of lone parents of dependent children to choose full-time parenting over participation in paid work if they so wish.  Something which has not gone unnoticed by a number of participants in this study is a policy which appears to encourage mothers to give up caring for their own children and to purchase care so that they can be employed in the labour market – often in the childcare sector.  At the same time, lone parenthood is a continuum and as such should  be seen by governments as an opportunity to facilitate preparation for re-entry into the labour market.  Lone parents who choose not to participate in paid work while their child/ren are young often have a few hours free each day when child/ren are in nursery/school and the responses of our sample group suggest many would welcome the opportunity to participate in training programmes. The empowering value of social interaction in terms of raising self-awareness and self-esteem was clearly evident in this sample group, suggesting participation on education or training programmes helps lone parents on income support feel less poor and demoralised.  Significantly, lone parents become work-ready sooner since they are better equipped to take up employment opportunities when the time is right for them to re/enter the labour market.  Certainly the socio-demographic profile of our sample group, which includes many lone parents with older children, would suggest that greater participation in employment is possible in the future, but this would require tackling key barriers including childcare (including after-school provision), appropriate advice and support on returning to employment (to be discussed in a subsequent paper) and more flexibility with regard to training provision (also discussed in a later paper).

Conclusion

Northern Ireland has lacked a strategic approach to childcare.  There is some indication of more substantive policy-making in this area but there is enormous ground to make up.  There are major concerns about sustainability of some childcare provision when special funding runs out. There is as yet no confirmation that the integrated Children’s Centres are planned for Northern Ireland. Provision is geographically patchy and there urgently needs to be a mapping and assessment of provision and a strategy developed to improve access. Questions have been raised about the more limited role of Sure Start in Northern Ireland (Concordia, 2006; McLaughlin et al, 2006) and it is difficult to see what justification there is for an area of the United Kingdom with such high levels of child poverty not to benefit from such a core anti-poverty strategy. The fact that DENI will have overall responsibility for most early years provision is positive as is the rolling out of the Children and Young Person’s Fund.  Some policy implications follow from the issues discussed in this paper.
· Parents of young children need childcare if they are to participate in the labour market.  For lone parents, the options are frequently limited.  Problems of affordability and accessibly appear to being tackled through a heavy reliance on informal care.

· There may be some merit in the introduction of  childcare ‘taster’ weeks.  This will help to increase lone parents’ confidence in formal childcare and will ease the transition into the labour market.  However, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that for some parent’s informal care will continue to be their preference.  To their credit the Department for Employment and Learning has recognised the important role informal care plays in Northern Ireland with financial support for family-based care as well as financial support for formal care provided within the New Deal for Lone Parents.  Given the complexities of extending provision for informal childcare to the childcare element of Working Tax Credit, investing in the development of universal childcare services through integrated children’s centres seems to be the logical conclusion.   
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� Dependent children live with the lone parent and are aged 0 - 15 years or 16 – 18 years and in full-time education.





� Possibilities is a ten-week personal development programme that has been funded through the Equal Funded Project.  


The programme consists of a series of half-day workshops, one-to-one advice sessions and life coaching, and a supported work placement.  Participants are given assistance towards travel expenses and with childcare.





� Choices is a project that aims to support lone parents who want to start or who have already started a further education course. Participants are given assistance towards fees and out of pocket expenses, such as travel, meals and childcare. As Choices is a regional project parents can enrol in accredited courses available in their local town.





� The Education (N.I) Order 1998 defines full-time pre-school education as at least 4 hours and 30 minutes each school day and part-time as at least two hours and 30 minutes.  Currently only statutory nursery schools and nursery units attached to primary schools are allowed to admit full-time pupils.  Voluntary and private sector playgroups are funded to offer only part-time provision.
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