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3. EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE
3.1. INTRODUCTION

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) includes all institutions run by the non-
public and public child and youth welfare services which cater for children until they
start primary school.

Day-care centres (Kindertageseinrichtungen) provide for either children under the age
of three (ISCED 010) or from the age of three up to starting primary school (ISCED 020)
separately (in Krippen and Kindergdrten, respectively) or operate as one setting for
the entire phase of early childhood education and care. In past years, the profile of
day-care centres has changed considerably. The number of facilities, which offer ECEC
exclusively for children from the age of three up to starting school has decreased
while more and more centres offer ECEC for both age groups. One reason for this
change in the supply structure is the expansion of day-care for children under three
years of age agreed by the Federation, Lander and local authorities. The legal right to
ECEC in a day-care centre or childminding service from the age of one entered into
force on 1 August 2013. A nationwide needs-oriented supply of day-care places for
children is to be established in order to create the basis for fulfilling this right.

For children who have reached compulsory schooling age but whose level of develop-
ment does not yet allow them to cope with the challenges of primary school, Schulk-
indergdrten, Vorklassen oder Grundschulférderklassen have been established in some
Lander. These institutions are classified at ISCED level 020 and fall under the respon-
sibility of the ministries of education.

Under the Basic Law (Grundgesetz), as part of its responsibility for public welfare, the
Federation has concurrent legislative competence for child and youth welfare. This
also applies to the promotion of children in early childhood education and care (Kin-
derkrippen, Kindergdrten, Horte or Kindertagespflege). The Federation exercised its
legislative authority in this field by passing Book Eight of the Social Code (Achtes Buch
Sozialgesetzbuch — Kinder- und Jugendhilfe — SGB VIII) in June 1990.

Pursuant to paragraph 22 of the Book Eight of the Social Code day-care centres for
children and childminding services are called upon to encourage the child’s develop-
ment into a responsible and autonomous member of the community. Furthermore,
early childhood education and care is designed to support and supplement the child’s
upbringing in the family and to assist the parents in better reconciling employment
and child rearing. This duty includes instructing, educating and caring for the child
and relates to the child’s social, emotional, physical and mental development. It in-
cludes the communication of guiding values and rules. The provision of education
and care is to be adjusted to the individual child’s age and developmental stage, lin-
guistic and other capabilities, life situation and interests, and take account of the
child’s ethnic origin. In terms of pedagogy and organisation, the range of services
offered should be based on the needs of the children and their families.

In this context, the providers of day care must not only ensure the best interests of
the child, but also developmentally appropriate and suitable procedures for partici-
pation and the possibility of complaints in personal matters. Based on the attitude of
the pedagogical staff, who place children as individual personalities in the centre of
pedagogical action, education cannot take place without participation.
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If children with and without disabilities are supported together, the day-care facili-
ties for children and the local youth welfare authority cooperate with other rehabili-
tation agencies involved (§ 22 paragraph 2 (3) SGB VIII).

The legal framework of the Federation for child and youth welfare is completed, sup-
plemented and extended by the Lander in their own laws.

The principles of education policy in the ECEC sector are laid down in the Joint Frame-
work of the Liander for Early Education in Day-Care Centres (Gemeinsamer Rahmen
der Linder fiir die friihe Bildung in Kindertageseinrichtungen) which was resolved by
the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs (Kul-
tusministerkonferenz) and the Youth Ministers Conference (Jugendministerkonferenz
—JMK) in 2004 and updated in March 2022.

Quality development in day-care centres and in child day care is a task for society as
a whole. Since 2019, the Federal Government has therefore been supporting the Lan-
der with additional funds for quality development measures in child day care in or-
der to further develop quality nationwide and to make a contribution to creating
equal living conditions for growing up in the Federal territory. The Second Act to Fur-
ther Develop Quality and Participation in Child Day Care (Zweites Gesetz zur
Weiterentwicklung der Qualitit und zur Teilhabe in der Kindertagesbetreuung) helped
to ensure that all children had access to high-quality, needs-based early childhood
education and care in 2023 and 2024. To this end, the Federation provided the Liander
with a total of around Euro 4 billion in 2023 and 2024 to support quality development
measures in day care and to improve participation in early education programmes.
On 1 January 2025, the Third Act for the Further Development of Quality and Partici-
pation in Day Care entered into force. With this further development, the law will in
future focus on seven fields of action that are of particular importance for the quality
of child day care and in which the long-term aim is to establish nationwide standards.
By way of compensation, the Lander will receive a further ca. Euro 4 billion in 2025
and 2026 as part of the vertical distribution of sales tax revenue.

3.2.  ACCESS

Place guarantee to ECEC

Since 1 August 2013 there has been a legal entitlement to a place in a day-care centre
or in a childminding service for children who have reached the age of one. This com-
plements the legal entitlement introduced back in 1996 to care in a day-care centre
for children from the age of three up to starting school. Verbatim, the corresponding
regulations in § 24 paragraphs 2 and 3 of Book Eight of the Social Code (Achtes Buch
Sozialgesetzbuch — Kinder- und Jugendhilfe — SGB VIII) read:

“(2) A child who has reached the age of one is entitled to early childhood support in a
day-care centre or in childminding service until he or she reaches the age of three.”

“(3) A child who has reached the age of three is entitled to support in a day-care facil-
ity until he or she starts school. The public youth welfare organizations shall work to
ensure that a demand-oriented range of all-day places is available for this age group.
In case of special need or as a supplement, the child may also be fostered in home-
based child care.”

Correspondingly, the local maintaining bodies of public youth welfare (local author-
ities — Kommunen) are obliged to provide places in day-care centres or child-minding
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services to all children from the age of one until they start school. In this regard, they
cooperate with the non-public youth welfare services.

If the legal entitlement to care in a day-care centre or in a child-minding service can-
not be honoured by the city or municipality, parents can sue to have the legal enti-
tlement honoured.

Affordability

Early childhood education and care is not a part of the state school system, and at-
tendance of day-care centres is not, as a general rule, free of charge. To cover some of
the costs, parental contributions are levied, the level of which may vary widely from
Land to Land. In some Lander, for example, many parents have no or very low child-
care costs, while in other Linder they have to pay an average of well over Euro 300
for a full-day place for children under three. With the Act on the Further Development
of the Quality and Participation in Child Care (Gesetz zur Weiterentwicklung der Qual-
itdt und zur Teilhabe in der Kindertagesbetreuung), the so-called Good Child Day Care
Act (Gute-KiTa-Gesetz), a nationwide obligation for social staggering of parental con-
tributions was introduced on August 1, 2019. The criteria that can be used are in par-
ticular the parents’ income, the number of children entitled to child benefit, and the
daily child care hours. Since 1 August 2019, families throughout Germany no longer
have to pay parental contributions under certain conditions. The local public youth
welfare organisation is obliged to provide advice on exemption from contributions.

In recent years, more and more regulations have been introduced at the level of the
Lander to relieve parents of their costs. This was done partly with federal funds. In
some Lander, for example, attendance at a day-care centre is already completely or
partially free of charge, depending on the child’s age and the scope of care. In some
Lander no parent contributions are charged for the final year or the final years in a
day-care centre for children. With the Day-Care Centre Quality Act (KiTa-Quali-
titsgesetz), no new Land-specific measures to reduce contributions with federal
funds are possible any more. However, measures already implemented before 2023
can be continued, provided that the federal funds are mainly used for measures to
improve quality. This does not affect the possibility of financing Land-specific
measures to reduce contributions with state funds.

3.3.  ORGANISATION OF CENTRE-BASED ECEC

Admission Requirements and Choice of ECEC institution

There are no admission requirements for a child to be admitted to a day-care centre.
Parents are free to choose the facility. There is no entitlement to admission to a par-
ticular day-care centre, however.

Group Size and Child/Staff Ratios

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) takes place to some extent in age-based
groups and to some extent in groups of mixed ages.

Regulations on group size and staff-to-child ratios are determined by the Lander and
are therefore difficult to compare. Group sizes are either not specified or range from
a maximum of 20 to 25 children per group for children aged 3 to 6 and from a maxi-
mum of 8 to 15 for children aged 0 to 3. In groups with children under the age of
three, the nationwide staff-child ratio on 1 March 2024 was on average 3.8 children
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per pedagogical staff member. The range at Lander level was from 2.9 to 5.5 children
per pedagogical staff member. In groups with children aged from three years to
school entry, one pedagogical staff member was responsible for an average of
7.5 children nationwide in 2024. The range at Lander level was from 6.1 to 11.1 chil-
dren per pedagogical staff member.

The child/staff ratio relates to trained pedagogic staff such as, for example, Er-
zieherinnen und Erzieher. As a rule, trained pedagogic staff in early childhood educa-
tion and care are trained at Fachschulen for youth and community work which are
internationally assigned to the tertiary level. In some Linder, supplemental peda-
gogic staff, especially nursery assistants (Kinderpflegerinnen and Kinderpfleger), are
employed in the ECEC sector alongside trained pedagogic staff (pddagogische Fach-
krifte). In most Lander, these staff attend a two-year training course at Berufsfach-
schulen, full-time vocational schools.

Annual, weekly and daily organisation

The organisation of early childhood education and care (ECEC) in day-care centres
during the year corresponds to a large extent with the organisation of school time
(see chapter 4.2.). If day-care centres close during holidays, the maintaining body of
the public youth welfare has to ensure alternative supervision for children who can-
not be supervised by the persons who have parental power.

In Germany, early childhood education and care in day-care centres is not part of the
state-organised school system, but is assigned to Child and Youth Welfare, which
means that the Ministries of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Lander therefore
do not adopt regulations governing the time-table in early childhood education and
care. However, in some Lander there exist legal entitlements to child care hours that
must correspond to the best interests of the child.

The opening hours of the day-care centres are mainly regulated by the responsible
bodies in consultation with the municipalities responsible for planning the services
and with the involvement of the parents. These times may vary between the differ-
ent day-care centres and depend to some extent on the needs of the families in their
catchment areas. In terms of contractually agreed care hours, the spectrum of ser-
vices generally ranges from up to five hours in the morning to between six and seven
hours of daily care, sometimes with lunch breaks, to over seven-hour all-day services
with lunch. There are considerable regional differences in the pattern of daily use of
places in day-care centres.

Many day-care centres are now trying more consciously than before to adapt their
opening times in line with the needs of families and, if necessary, are organising an
early-morning service or a late service as well as a lunch-time service for some chil-
dren or groups of children. However, any extension in opening hours is to some ex-
tent limited by the number of staff employed at each establishment, the capacity of
its premises and the obligation to take into account the child’s best interest.

3.4. EDUCATIONAL GUIDELINES

Steering Documents

The principles of education policy in the early childhood education and care sector
are laid down in the Joint Framework of the Lander for Early Education in Day-Care
Centres (Gemeinsamer Rahmen der Linder fiir die frithe Bildung in
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Kindertageseinrichtungen) which was adopted by the Standing Conference of the
Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs (Kultusministerkonferenz) and the Youth
Ministers Conference (Jugendministerkonferenz — JMK) in 2004 and updated in
March 2022. This binding framework applies to centre-based settings across the
whole phase of early childhood education and care.

According to the Common Framework, the focus of the educational mandate of the
day-care centres is on the early strengthening of individual competences and learn-
ing dispositions, on language education integrated into everyday life, on the expan-
sion, support and challenge of children’s urge to explore, on the formation and edu-
cation in values, on the promotion of learning competence (“learning to learn”) and
on the appropriation of the world in social contexts. Child day-care facilities also have
the task of living inclusion as a comprehensive pedagogical principle and to offer all
children good starting opportunities and development conditions. The aim is to ena-
ble participation, to promote a self-determined life and to enable all children to com-
municate and interact in the different areas of life.

On the level of the Lander, education plans specify the basic notion of education and
describe the day-care centres’ independent responsibility for education and upbring-
ing. The educational plans make educational processes in day-care centres transpar-
ent and at the same time provide orientation for professionals, day-care workers, par-
ents and teachers as well as for all other places of education and learning where chil-
dren spend time and are cared for. In particular, educational plans have the task of
laying the foundations for early, individual and talent-oriented support for all chil-
dren and thus, through an inclusive approach, to promote the social participation of
all people regardless of gender, cultural affiliation, socio-economic background or
physical limitations.

Each day-care centre must draw up its own pedagogical concept, which must be ap-
proved by the regional or local Youth Welfare services. The responsibility for the qual-
ity of educational work performed in the individual day-care centres lies with the
maintaining body. Whether the existing educational guidelines developed by the
Lander for ECEC apply to childminders depends on the regulations of the Lander and
the age of the children.

Areas of learning and development

The legal mandate of child day care is a holistic one and combines the triad of educa-
tion, upbringing and care. Subjects and weekly teaching hours are not laid down for
the sector of early childhood education and care, and there are no curricula such as
those in schools. The Lander have laid down educational objectives and educational
areas in Land laws which are concretised in educational plans and educational pro-
grammes and whose implementation has been agreed with the providers of the day-
care centres.

According to the specialist recommendations of the national working group of the
Land youth welfare services of November 2009 on the quality of the education, up-
bringing and care of children under three in day-care centres for children and child-
minding services, and the current education plans of the Lander insofar as they take
this age group into account, early childcare must respond in particular to the basic
needs of small children. The specific needs of children under three include:

e loving attention;
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e sensitive care based on stable relationships;

e sympathetic support appropriate to development stage;
e empathy and support in stressful situations;

e unconditional acceptance;

e safety and security.

Educational support at this stage in life is primarily understood as shaping relation-
ships with the child and as holistic support complementing development. It is accom-
panied by educational partnership with parents. The educational processes take
place through social interaction and communication, and above all through play. Spe-
cial development themes of early childhood education include supporting communi-
cation, language and motor development.

The aim of supporting the development of children until they start school is to de-
velop their intellectual, physical, emotional and social abilities. According to the
Joint Framework of the Lander for Early Education in Child Care Centres, educational
areas are:

e Everyday integrated language education and communication

e Personal and social-emotional development, value orientation and religios-
ity, culturally sensitive competences

e MINT - Mathematics, Informatics, Natural Science and Technology

e Media and digital education

e Aesthetic education

e Body, movement, health, prevention

e Environmental education and education for sustainable development

These educational areas are not meant to be exhaustive or exclusive. In the educa-
tional plans of the Lander, different boundaries may be drawn between the individ-
ual areas. The decisive factor is that the contents presented are reflected in the con-
crete pedagogical work.

Pedagogical approaches

The pedagogical profile in the day-care centres is characterised by the principle of
holistic and inclusive educational support for all children. Here, the individual edu-
cational needs of the child are taken as a starting point and the right of children to
an unrestricted, comprehensive education oriented towards their individual needs is
emphasised. The content-related educational focal points in the education plans do
not stand in isolation but interpenetrate each other and are not to be handled in a
subject-oriented manner. Through holistic educational offers, it is possible to imple-
ment several educational areas at the same time. The pedagogical practice specifi-
cally maintains and shapes this connection and interpenetration of the educational
areas.

Project work is a good example of holistic learning. Learning contents are recom-
mended which, in the sense of co-construction, relate to the children’s living envi-
ronment and tie in with their interests, as well as forms of learning which promote
self-directed learning, open up scope for creativity, enable teamwork, strengthen the
productive handling of mistakes and allow the children to explore freely and try
things out.
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The educational work in day-care centres for children is essentially based on the sit-
uational approach: it is guided by the interests, needs and situations of the individual
children. The pedagogical staff therefore have to observe the children, document
their development and talk to parents regularly.

The promotion of communication and language is a core educational task, especially
with regard to children under three years of age. Children acquire language skills not
in isolation, but in daily interaction with adults and other children. Language devel-
opment is promoted in an emotionally approachable atmosphere. Educational staff
are expected to support workflows and care processes with language, and to structure
them as language-stimulating situations. Language development is also supported
by the language model provided by educational staff, through customs including
songs, finger play and verse, teaching work with picture books, and much more be-
sides.

Another development aspect is the promotion of motor development in the sense of
basic physical education. Extensive opportunities for motor activities are designed to
support secure movement and the development of body awareness, self-acceptance
and the attentiveness of the child. This includes inter alia a wealth of physical activ-
ities taking into account the “National Recommendations for Physical Activity and
Physical Activity Promotion” (‘Nationale Empfehlungen fiir Bewegung und
Bewegungsférderung‘), open spaces, programmes such as rhythmic early education,
and song and movement games. Children should also have enough time to make mo-
tor advances by themselves.

The work of the day care centres is inclusive and takes into account the needs of all
children — with and without disabilities.

Assessment

There is no assessment of performance in day-care centres for children, as there are
no lessons in the traditional sense. Regular observation and documenting of devel-
opment and the abilities and needs of the children allows educational staff to support
individual development tasks competently. Staff incorporate these observations into
dialogue with the child and conversations with the parents.

Transition to primary school

In June 2009, the Standing Conference and the Conference of Ministers of Youth and
Family Affairs (Jugend- und Familienministerkonferenz — JEMK) adopted a joint reso-
lution entitled “Making the transition from day care for children to primary school
meaningful and effective — optimizing the interaction between elementary and pri-
mary education”. They have thus agreed on a set of common principles that can serve
as guidelines for action for the educational institutions involved, their employees
and parents. Day care centres and primary schools should support children in their
curiosity, willingness to learn and methodical learning competence by enabling a va-
riety of learning experiences and promoting their abilities. This also includes reliable
promotion of skills in the German language.

Furthermore, with regard to the cooperation between day-care centres and primary
schools, the Standing Conference and JFMK consider it necessary for the Lander to
formulate binding goals for the transition and cooperation between day-care centres
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and primary schools through legislation or agreement and to ensure their implemen-
tation through appropriate instruments.

The "Common Framework of the Lander for Early Education in Child Day-Care Cen-
tres” also emphasises that the transition process is to be understood as a joint devel-
opment and support task of child day-care centres and primary schools.

3.5. HOME-BASED PROVISION

Objectives and accessibility

As well as day-care centres for children, child-minding services are also available, es-
pecially for children under the age of three. The general objectives of day-care for
children according to Book Eight of the Social Code (Achtes Buch Sozialgesetzbuch —
Kinder- und Jugendhilfe — SGB VIII) mentioned in the introduction also apply to home-
based provision of day-care for children. Here one or more children are cared for by a
childminder in a private home or an apartment or house rented for this purpose. Chil-
dren in day-care centres are sometimes also looked after by a childminder if the open-
ing times of the facility do not suit the needs of parents. Pursuant to § 24 para-
graphs 2 and 3 of Book Eight of the Social Code, the legal entitlement to a publicly
subsidised place in day care from the age of one may be used in home-based provision
until children reach three years of age.

On the federal level, within the framework of public welfare responsibility for early
childhood education and care (ECEC) in home-based provision lies with the Federal
Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth (Bundesministerium
fiir Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend — BMFSEFJ), on the level of the Lander, the
Ministries of Youth and Social Affairs are the competent authorities.

Requirements for childminders and child ratios
Since 2005 minimum qualification requirements for the childminder are in place.

In 2015, the German Youth Institute (Deutsches Jugendinstitut — DJI) in Munich pub-
lished the competence-oriented Qualification Manual for Child Day Care (Qualifizier-
ungshandbuch Kindertagespflege — QHB) in order to create a new basis for the quanti-
tative and qualitative expansion of child day care for children under three years of
age.

The QHB realigns the qualification of childminding staff. It extends the basic qualifi-
cation to 300 teaching units plus internships and self-learning units. The 300 teach-
ing units are divided into 160 teaching units of activity-preparing and 140 teaching
units of activity-accompanying basic qualification. In addition to 100 hours of self-
study, the future childminders complete a total of 80 hours of practical training. Due
to the increased scope of qualification, the QHB also opens up new possibilities for
follow-up qualification for vocational training paths for child day care workers. An
updated new edition of the QHB was published in 2019.

In accordance with Book Eight of the Social Code (§ 43 paragraph 3), the childminder
-child ratio is a maximum of five children per childminder.
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3.6. ORGANISATIONAL VARIATIONS AND ALTERNATIVE STRUCTURES IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE

Besides the day-care centres and home provision, in some Lander other forms of in-

stitution and care facilities exist in the early childhood sector. However, in terms of

the number of children they cater for, these institutions are of lesser significance. For

information on Vorklassen, Schulkindergdrten and heilpddagogische or sonderpdda-

gogische Kindergdrten for children with disabilities see chapter 11.3.
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