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Abstract

Home-based childcare, or family day care as it is also known, plays an important role in supporting
young children’s care and education. It offers early learning opportunities as well as crucial childcare
support for working parents, particularly for those with children in the early years. This paper reviews
research undertaken over a decade, including the author’s own work and that of other researchers,
on the role of home-based childcare in delivering early care and education. Evidence from research in
the UK and internationally has consistently shown the positive associations between quality home-
based day-care provision and young children’s development (Ang, 2019; Ang et al., 2017; Fauth et al.,
2013). Research has also indicated that professional childcare educators working in a home-based
setting play a vital role in building strong partnerships with parents and families by offering added
social and family support (Garrity and McGrath, 2011). This paper argues that quality home-based
childcare, as shown through the evidence base, is an important and unique model of childcare
provision that can have a beneficial impact on parents and families as well as on young children’s care,
education and overall development.
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A unique model of childcare and education for young children

Home-based childcare remains a widely used service or provision in many countries, where young
children, typically under the age of eight and before primary schooling, are cared for by professional
caregivers or educators who work in a home environment, either in the professional’s own or the
family’s home, delivering a paid service of care and education for young children. The prevalence of
the service, largely used by working parents, has been highlighted in various national reports. In
Northern Ireland, for instance, home-based childcare, or childminding as it is commonly known in the
country, caters for children aged 0 to 14 years and makes up the most popular and affordable form of
full-time childcare, accounting for 61% of full-time day-care places and 39% of all childcare places
(Northern Ireland Childminding Association, 2022). In England, home-based childcare encompasses
two main provider types or professional groups: childminders, who look after one or more children,
usually under the age of eight, in the domestic premises of the childminder’s own home; and nannies,
who care for children up to the age of 18 predominantly in the child’s own home. Ofsted, the
regulatory body that inspects and regulates all early years and children’s social care services in
England, reported that nannies constitute around 1% and childminders approximately 16% of all
places on the early years register in the country, although Ofsted’s statistics also indicate a steady
decline in the number of childminders since 2016/17 (Ofsted, 2021). In Scotland, national figures show
that 32,700 children were registered to receive childcare from childminders in 2018, representing 13%
of the overall childcare provision in Scotland (Scottish Government, 2021).

The home-based childcare system is distinct in its unique provision of care and educational
experiences for young children in a family-based setting. It is the only day-care service that comes
close to replicating a home environment compared to other forms of childcare provision. Comparative
research undertaken in England and Japan (Ang and Tabu, 2018) found that a distinctive feature of
home-based childcare in both countries is that children are typically cared for in small groups of four
to six in a home setting provided by the professional caregiver or educator, and within an ecological
system of ‘wrap-around care’ that supports children’s educational, health, social and emotional, and
familial needs. To obtain a close insight into this provision, Ang and Tabu (2018) investigated the
activities and interactions experienced by children aged four months to four years in five home-based
settings through the use of practitioner interviews, narrative observations and document analysis of
activity records. While recognising that early childhood systems, including home-based childcare, vary
considerably according to country-specific policies and organisational structures, the research
interestingly found coherence in home-based services, which provided a form of specialised care and
pedagogy that supported children’s educational needs, as well as offering family support (Ang and
Tabu, 2018). In both Japan and England, home-based childcare was shown to be important in
contributing to the wider childcare ecosystem by providing personalised flexible childcare provision,
where children were observed to engage in a rich mix of learning activities and routines with their
caregivers that were tailored to the children’s interests and needs.

Close and supportive relationships between home-based caregivers and
educators, and children and families

A distinctive feature of home-based childcare is the close and supportive relationships between
caregivers and the children and their families. A corpus of international research has shown how
home-based childcare provides educators with a unique and vital opportunity not only to support
children’s care and education but simultaneously to establish close partnerships with parents and
families in their home environment (Mooney and Statham, 2003). Studies have indicated that in some
cases, parents of children in home-based childcare are more likely than those with children in centre-
based childcare to share personal experiences with educators (Bohanna et al., 2012). For proponents
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of the service, the personal and dynamic interactions between home-based caregivers, children and
families offer a holistic system of provision that ensures continuity and support for children’s care,
education and overall development, in a way that the more structured, educationally oriented
environment of a day-centre childcare setting is not able to provide as readily. There is also evidence
which demonstrates the home-based educator’s ability to build a stable relationship with the child,
and a positive educator—parent partnership can promote greater wellbeing for children and educators
(Davis et al., 2012).

From research undertaken on Australian family day care, for instance, Triandafilidis et al. (2022)
demonstrated that home-based childcare can offer a safe and consistent environment, in which
successful partnerships between educators, children and their families significantly benefit children’s
mental wellbeing. Educators in the study viewed themselves as advocates and role models for the
children they cared for and saw it as their responsibility to communicate with and provide support to
parents in supporting the children’s wellbeing (Triandafilidis et al., 2022). In turn, parents and families
often viewed home-based professionals as an ‘adviser’ or source of support for their familial needs.
This was clearly evident in the observational study of home-based practices in Japan and England,
where participants in all five settings in the study offered a personalised and flexible arrangement for
parents in managing the daily logistics of childcare, work and family life, including flexible childcare
hours and advice on supporting the children’s transition to nursery, as well as on family-related
matters (Ang and Tabu, 2018). A study in Ireland reported on home-based caregivers’ enduring and
long-term relationships with children and families that were developed over time in a “home-from-
home environment” (O’Regan et al., 2019, p. 1).

Professionalising the workforce and building a community of practice for
home-based caregivers and educators: challenges and opportunities

An important element in maintaining the quality of home-based childcare services is the
professionalising of the workforce through continuous professional development. A recurring theme
from the literature is that educators often describe their role in supporting children’s care, education
and development as more than “simply looking after children” (O’Regan et al., 2019). A literature
review of Flemish, French and German documents on the professionalisation of home-based childcare
revealed that the majority of home-based caregivers perceived their professional identity as early
years professionals as a development opportunity with a long-term career path, and viewed home-
based childcare as a learned and skilled profession (Bauters and Vandenbroeck, 2017).

It is widely recognised that access to professional development opportunities and being part of a
professional community of practice will produce a cadre of home-based caregivers who are competent
in delivering high-quality care and education for young children (Koh and Neuman, 2009; Ang, 2019).
Research by Davis et al. (2012) that explored the experiences of family day-care educators found that
home-based educators who regularly interacted with other educators, and had access to professional
development opportunities, were more responsive to children’s developmental needs and provided
a higher quality of care. Building a community of practice for home-based caregivers is vital to the
creation of a sustainable childcare system. Home-based caregivers are known to value partnerships
with professionals in local child-related services, as well as with other educators and community
organisations. The mutual support shared by caregivers in home-based settings in England and Japan
shows how home-based childcare takes place most effectively in a community of practice where
caregivers are part of a social network of support with other caregiving groups in the community, such
as playgroups and children’s centres, as this enables them to support each other’s practice and engage
in knowledge exchange (Ang and Tabu, 2018).
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While the profile of the home-based childcare workforce is changing, the sector also faces
considerable challenges. Research shows that access to professional development opportunities for
home-based caregivers varies, and caregivers get limited professional support while facing the
challenge of balancing multiple roles as providers in the wider mixed economy of the childcare system.
Studies also show that educators experience a variety of challenges in their role as self-employed
home-based educators. While educators in the sector believe they play an important role in
supporting children’s education, many also report receiving minimal training, development support
and funding (Mooney and Statham, 2003). Triandafilidis et al. (2022) stated that for many home-based
caregivers in Australia, balancing roles as a caregiver and a small-business operator can be a significant
challenge, with many home-based educators experiencing stress from financial insecurity and
difficulties with families. These challenges in turn impact the wellbeing of educators and their capacity
to adequately offer quality provision for the children in their care.

Additionally, an evolving social and economic policy context continues to present further challenges
for the sector. In the UK, the number of home-based providers is facing an increasing decline, with
high turnover rates, reinforced by characteristics such as low pay, a lack of status and recognition, and
limited job mobility. In their review of the literature in three regional contexts (Flanders, France and
Germany), Bauters and Vandenbroeck (2017) found that structural reforms that were aimed at
professionalising the workforce were confined to individual training requirements and professional
competence profiles, which had given rise to new regulations on the required training for home-based
providers. However, in most cases, this additional training had not altered the status and position of
the profession.

The provision of sensitive and high-quality care for children can only be achieved by well-qualified,
adequately trained home-based caregivers who have access to regular professional development and
training opportunities to enhance their practice. Key questions remain as to what can be done to
ensure the long-term sustainability of the home-based childcare system, and how home-based
providers who are at the forefront of the service can be adequately supported to deliver the quality
of care and education that most benefits young children.

Concluding reflections

In our current society and pandemic-affected world, the need for quality childcare and education has
vastly increased, and the care and wellbeing of children must take precedence. We know from
established research that high-quality early childhood care and education is beneficial for children in
the short and longer term. The unique nature of home-based childcare needs to be further researched
and documented to strengthen the evidence base for the benefits of childminding, especially in terms
of improving children’s care, learning and wellbeing outcomes. It is also important to identify validated
measures that can effectively capture the quality of home-based childcare environments and
practices, in order to inform a care and education system for young children that is supportive,
sustainable and well regulated.
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