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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to present a contribution on how these policies for child-
hood have been carried out in the case of Spain, despite the fact that “to speak of 
childhood and child education is to place ourselves in a complex context of neces-
sities, interests and demands from children, families and society” (Sánchez, 2008: 
76-77). To this end, we use some indicators that reflect the expansion of child-
hood policies, especially educational ones, although they differ depending on the 
age range considered (less than three or between three and six) and there is, there-
fore, a limited provision of educational and social policies of attention and care for 
children younger than three and their families. In some sections, the information is 
analyzed with regard to the European context, since the development of care ser-
vices for early infancy is a political priority in the European Union. 
This article is structured in three sections. In the first, an overview is given of the 
development of childcare in Spain, centring on the duality between family and 
school, and showing how such care for the child population differs according to 
the age range considered. The second section deals with a number of key elements 
to be considered concerning the demand for public policies on childcare. Some 
alternative strategies are then described, given the lack of care policies. Finally, the 
conclusions occupy the last section. 
 

Parole chiave: Educational policies; childcare; alternative strategies of care, fam-
ily and gender. 
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Introduction 
 
In response to fulfilment of the international regulations on child rights and pro-
tection, Spain has carried out a number of policies, more recently together with 
integrated plans for childcare promoted by some Autonomous Communities, that 
have lead to public social provision of some interventions during the first years of 
life. These policies should be analysed in the context of a welfare state that recog-
nises such rights and is increasingly contributing to the expansion of educational 
and childcare policies. Nonetheless, the description of Spain as “familiarist” (Esp-
ing-Andersen, 2000) is also linked with the orientations given to policies for child-
hood. 
In our present context, social, political and economic changes have encouraged an 
increasing incorporation of women into the workplace, while also promoting the 
rise of female emancipation. This situation has had effects on other aspects, such 
as traditional family organisation, the transformation of masculine and feminine 
roles, salary-earning employment for women, the fall in birth rates, as well as 
changes in the ways children are brought up (Alberdi, 1999). In such a context of 
transformation, the provision of social, educational and childcare policies should 
make up a care system for childhood, understood as “a permanent structural fac-
tor of society and not merely as ‘the coming generation’” (Ancheta, 2008: 1). Ac-
cording to Gaitán (2006), this leads us to analyse childhood as a social phenome-
non with a socially constructed sociological dimension. 
Moreover, strategies and lines of action must be put forward to combat gender 
inequalities in childcare, introducing measures that counteract the constant tension 
between the productive and reproductive spheres for women (Sensat & Varella, 
1998). Particularly, if we consider that the changes that have taken place reflect the 
need to reconcile the professional activity of mother and father with the care of 
their children, at a time when important changes are occurring in family structure 
(Flaquer, 2000). 
Therefore, after making a review of the literature and a selection of the legislation, 
the aim of this study is to present a contribution on how these policies for child-
hood have been carried out in the case of Spain, despite the fact that “to speak of 
childhood and child education is to place ourselves in a complex context of neces-
sities, interests and demands from children, families and society” (Sánchez, 2008: 
76-77). To this end, we use some indicators that reflect the expansion of child-
hood policies, especially educational ones, although they differ depending on the 
age range considered (less than three or between three and six) and there is, there-
fore, a limited provision of educational and social policies of attention and care for 
children younger than three and their families. In some sections, the information is 
analyzed with regard to the European context, since the development of care ser-
vices for early infancy is a political priority in the European Union. 
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This article is structured in three sections. In the first, an overview is given of the 
development of childcare in Spain, centring on the duality between family and 
school, and showing how such care for the child population differs according to 
the age range considered. The second section deals with a number of key elements 
to be considered concerning the demand for public policies on childcare. Some 
alternative strategies are then described, given the lack of care policies. Finally, the 
conclusions occupy the last section. 
 
Childcare in Spain: between the family and school 
 
A few historical notes on childcare 
In Spain, both during the Franco dictatorship and since then, childcare services 
have been carried out in the context of education. Although it is true that such leg-
islation was aimed at children over the age of three, when they enter the educa-
tional system, there has been an almost complete absence of childcare policies for 
younger children. Little provision was made for childcare services outside the edu-
cation system and, as a result, these mainly depended on support and welfare of 
the family sphere. 
During the Franco dictatorship, educational services and childcare were not con-
ceived as an activity encouraging equality for women (Valiente, 2008). On the con-
trary rather, the régime curtailed the rights of women, pushing them towards a 
subordinate role, with the family unit structured around the male (father, husband 
and provider) and women seen as mothers and wives – a role initially defined as 
incompatible with that of the working woman. In consequence, care services for a 
child’s earliest years were considered a family obligation, with the task particularly 
assigned to mothers in the home (Sánchez, 2008). School attendance later involved 
segregation based on sex and the separation of boys and girls at school. 
During the régime, childcare was linked with education policy by the General Law 
of Education and Finance of Reform (14/1970, August 4th), which established pre-school 
education as a free, voluntary stage of education in both state schools and those 
with voluntary aid status. It was aimed at the child population up to five years of 
age and was divided into two stages: the kindergarten (jardín de infancia) for children 
aged two and three, indicating that their instruction was to be “similar to life in the 
home”, and infant school (escuela de párvulos) for children between four and five years 
of age. 
The second stage was seen as preparation for primary school (known as educación 
general básica or EGB), as indicated by Sánchez (2008: 84) when he states that “in 
the defence of the pre-school stage, no other intention can be discerned but that 
of bringing forward several years the children’s condition as pupils.” Nonetheless, 
the material and human resources designated for schooling at these ages were very 
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limited and, ultimately, free attendance was only guaranteed for the second stage, 
with care up to the age of three remaining in the hands of the family. 
 
Childcare in democratic Spain, as member of the European Union 
When the Franco régime ended, from the outset of the “democratic transition”, 
the Autonomous Communities with their governments of various political inclina-
tions increased the number of places available in state-funded schools, implement-
ing measures of a rather educational nature in their policies for young children be-
tween the ages of three and six. According to Valiente (2008), it was easier for the 
central state authorities to continue with the system already in place from the pre-
vious régime, than to create a new educational policy for children under 5 years of 
age, with the result that a programme of limited coverage became practically uni-
versal. 
Once democracy had been re-established, the Law of General Ordering of the 
Education System (LOGSE) (1/1990, 3rd October) represented a turning point in 
the regulation of educational services and childcare. It introduced an ambitious re-
form of infant education, regulated for the first time as part of the educational sys-
tem, and constituting the first stage of the same. Infant education comprised two 
voluntary, free cycles – the first from 0 to 3 years of age to be carried out by 
agreements with local Corporations, other public administrations and private, non-
profit entities. The law encouraged the public administrations to guarantee suffi-
cient places to ensure schooling for the population that requested it. The second 
cycle included children from ages three to six and was to be carried out by schools. 
Consequently, childcare services were guaranteed in the second cycle, unlike the 
first cycle, where insufficient resources were provided, with the subsequent lack of 
supply, as we shall see later. 
Later, the Organic Law on Quality in Education (LOCE, 23rd December, 10/2002) 
continued to define infant education as voluntary and free, consisting of a cycle of 
three academic years between the ages of three and six, but merely based on atten-
dance for the stage from 0 to 3 years. At present, the Organic Law of Education 
(LOE, 3rd May, 2/2006) replaces the two aforementioned laws and dedicates 
Chapter I of Section I to infant education, which it considers once more as a sin-
gle, educational stage attending to the infant population from birth to the age of 6. 
This new law, however, again urges the public administrations to progressively 
promote an increase in the number of places on offer in public schools or in pri-
vate, voluntary-funded schools. 
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Infant education policies between three and six years of age 
In view of the antecedents, we can detect an expansion in infant education in 
Spain for children between the ages of 3 and 6, carried out by staff with profes-
sional pedagogical qualifications within the education system. The main measures 
carried out are described below. This cycle offers educational services within the 
framework of the complete school day in schools with other educational levels. 
They are offered by the State in either public schools or by a grant-assisted scheme 
(infant schools), although other schools can also be made available by the private 
sector, and they are therefore controlled by the authorities responsible for educa-
tion, i.e., the Ministry of Education and the Departments of Education of the 
various Autonomous Communities. 
It should also be pointed out that attendance is free and majority in public and 
voluntary-funded private schools, with lower schooling (31.5%) in private schools 
(CES, 2009: 23). Specifically, in Spain most non-state schools depend on the 
Catholic Church which, as a central actor in educational matters, has favoured the 
expansion of infant education, under condition that the offer is private and state-
funded (Valiente, 2008). 
The legal dispositions put into effect have therefore led to an expansion of infant 
education throughout Spain, as shown by the historic evolution of schooling rates. 
Diagram 1 illustrates the growth in schooling rates, especially from three years of 
age upwards. However, it is also clear that only minority percentages of children 
under the age of 3 receive schooling. The most recent data provided by the Minis-
try of Education (2007) show that the net schooling rates in Spain for 3, 4 and 5 
year olds (respectively 96%, 100% and 100%) are among the highest in the Euro-
pean Union, with almost universal schooling in this second cycle. However, the 
situation in the first cycle is very different, as described below. 
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Figure 1. Evolution of schooling rates by ages in 1977, 1987 and 2005 
(Schools controlled by the Ministry of Education). Source: Economic and 
Social Council, 2009. 
 

 

 
 
 
Invisibility of childcare policies for 0-3 year-olds 
In this section, I shall focus on an analysis of childcare policies for infants under 
the age of 3 within the school system, although it is clear that the care system is 
much wider and includes other possibilities, such as personal attention at home, 
private kindergartens and play schools, among others, although it is true that 
monitoring and analysis of these is very incomplete. Childcare in this stage of the 
school system has been described as “an invisible stage” (Sevilla, 2002), in refer-
ence to the scant political priority given to guaranteeing such care, especially in 
view of the ongoing process of profound restructuring and change of gender roles 
regarding those traditionally responsible for rearing and care of children before 
formal schooling inside the system. Valiente (2008) suggested that the definition as 
educational programmes rather than care services limits their usefulness for work-
ing parents. 
This is the situation in a welfare state described in the academic literature as a 
“familist state” (Ferrara, 1996), with historical antecedents of associating the rear-
ing and care of children with the family sphere, and with a very positive view of 

Under age one 
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the family at present, above that of any other group of institution (Valiente, 2008). 
The family therefore continues to play a fundamental role in providing services 
and care for children, and social policy has not yet substituted the family in pro-
viding protection and security for its members (Flaquer, 2004; León, 2002; Mo-
reno, 2001; Moreno-Mínguez, 2004; Valiente, 2008). 
As shown by Figure 1, the schooling rates for the first cycle of infant education 
are considerably different to those of the second cycle, as mentioned above. It has 
been shown that there is a lack of places in public schools for children under the 
age of three (Sevilla, 2002; González López, 2003; Tobío, 2005; Carrillo, 2008). 
Indeed, this situation is reflected in the “Educa 3” Plan, which the former Ministry 
of Education, Social Policy and Sport intended to implement between 2008 and 
2012. Its idea is to promote an integrated programme involving the creation of 
new school places for children between the ages of 0 and 3 yearsi, reflecting the 
need to crate “a place for every child under the age of three,” and with the com-
mitment for finance to be provided jointly by the State (Ministry of Education) 
and the Autonomous Communities. 
A recent report by the European Commission (2008)ii pointed out the lack of 
childcare services and the consequent failure to respond to the needs of parents. 
Although “some progress” has been observed at European level, most countries 
have missed their targets for childcare services proposed by European leaders at 
the Council of Europe in Barcelona (2002), which aimed to cover the require-
ments of 90% of children between the age of three and school age, and 33% of 
children under three. The report describes how these objectives form part of the 
EU’s strategy for growth and employment, with the aim of helping young parents, 
particularly women, to enjoy full employment. 
In Spain, the net schooling rate for the 2006-2007 school year was 18.2%, with an 
age distribution of 4.9% (0-1 years), 17.3% (1-2 years) and 32.5% (2-3 years) 
(MEC, 2007). It has also been shown that there is higher demand than supply in 
state schools (Leira, 2002 (in Tobío, 2005); Sevilla, 2002; González-López, 2005). 
The result is an increase of the private sector for this stage (57%, MEC, 2007), 
which implies higher cost to the families. 
Infant schooling in the Autonomous Communities is irregular and unequal, with 
higher participation in the Basque Country, Catalonia, Aragon and Madrid, to the 
detriment of areas in southern Spain, such as Andalusia (see Figure 2). This may 
be due to cultural, economic or social and employment differences, where the rate 
of female activity appears as a factor to be considered (DES, 2009). We might also 
consider that the territorial variations suggest differences in the policies promoted 
by the different regional governments (González-López, 2003). 
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Figure 2. Net schooling rates (0-2 years) by Autonomous Communities 
(schools authorised by the educational administration). Source: Economic 
and Social Council, 2009. 
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The lack of supply in the state system implies lack of sufficient childcare provi-
sions for under three-year-olds. This means that in practice there are inequalities in 
the procedures for caring for and educating children, leaving it up to the families 
to search out the resources and strategies for these early years, which is almost im-
possible outside of private care. Moreover, this situation hinders compatibility be-
tween professional and family life, especially for women. 
The question that arises is what happens to childcare when, on the one hand, the 
family networks that have traditionally assumed responsibility for young children 
weaken, and when, on the other hand, more women enter the labour market. One 
also wonders about services to help “defamiliarise women and mothers” (Esping-
Andersen, 2000: 66) to allow them to combine work and the family (Tobío, 2005). 
Finally, administration of this stage in schools is very variable, corresponding to 
either the State, the Autonomous Communities or City Councils, and likewise, dif-
ferent departments, such as Education, Social Welfare or Social Affairs. There are, 
therefore, different centres, infant schools, kindergartens, playschools, and schools 
managed by Social Affairs, offering services ranging from childcare to education. 
Given this diversity of situations, the personnel involved do not always have peda-
gogical or educational credentials, particularly in schools that are private or do not 
depend on the Ministry of Education. In summary, there are different starting 
points for setting up infant education and care programmes for the 0-3 year age 
range. This variety of approaches is due to the disparity of departments in public 
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administration in charge of the management of infant education, as well as budg-
etary provisions. 
 
 
Key factors in the demand for public policies of childcare 
Several factors can be seen as relevant to the need for more childcare services in 
public social and educational policies. It is important to underline the positive ef-
fects of schooling and the social function it carries out from early childhood. Arti-
cle 12.2 of the LOE defines the aim as being “to contribute to the physical, affec-
tive, social and intellectual development of children.” The specifying of objectives 
(Article 13) and a number of pedagogical principles (Article 14) carried out by 
qualified personnel, and childcare under the supervision of the educational ad-
ministrations are foundations on which to build up public policies, as opposed to 
informal or family care for children in their earliest years. Early schooling can also 
help to prevent inequalities in childcare by promoting individual rights as against 
family dependence or the use of informal care networks. 
Consequently, in Spain there is a very advanced education law, which attempts to 
promote pedagogical principles to extend education to early infancy. However, it 
is clear that this law does not enjoy sufficient funding to cover present demand. 
The legislative precept is therefore more formal than real, since the insufficiently 
defined legal capacities correspond to different administrations, which has led to 
the present situation with different autonomous, provincial and municipal organ-
isms for childcare. 
Another key aspect is the restructuring of the family, which has become more de-
mocratic as an institution (Alberdi, 1999), leading to changes in the social position 
of women, the creation of different types of family and ways of living together, fall 
in the birth rate and later parenthood, the gradual entry of women into the labour 
market, etc. All of these factors have transformed the family as a network that 
formerly provided a safety net covering the needs for childcare and care of other 
dependents. 
However, the key factor resulting from social change is the incorporation of 
women into the labour market, as Tobío points out (2005: 18), employment of 
women, “more specifically mothers”, is what brings about the alteration of the 
traditional family that breaks with the old model based on division of gender roles. 
This is the factor triggering the conflict between employment and family life. The 
national data for Spain shown an increase in female employment, although it is still 
lower than men (see Table 1) and lower than most of the countries in the Euro-
pean Union (Tobío, 2005). In 2008, the annual average of working women in the 
European Union was 44.8% as against 42.1% in Spain (Ministry of Work and Im-
migration, Statistical Yearbook 2008). 
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Table 1. Percentages of women and men by rates of activity, employment 
and unemployment. Source: Active Population Survey, 2009, 3rd term. 

 
 

To use the terminology of Balbo (1994), this situation creates a “double presence” 
resulting from the obligation to make the work of reproduction compatible in the 
same place and time with productive work. Moreover, regarding the space of re-
production, there is still a low presence of men in domestic tasks (Palomo, 2006; 
Moreno, 2008) and even in “double employment families” (Martínez, Carrasco & 
Aza, 2008), domestic tasks continues to follow the traditional scheme. In the view 
of Tobío (2005: 82), women are at present a “sandwich” generation located be-
tween the old family roles and the new working model. 
Given the difficulty of harmonising the school day and working life, some alterna-
tive measures have been introduced, by extending morning or afternoon childcare 
facilities in schools. Devices such as the “early morning classroom” or “reception 
classes”, school refectories, out of school activities and play schools (in the case of 
kindergartens) have been put into practice, but these seem to be provisional, 
emergency solutions for a social reality that requires a global vision of specific 
changes for childcare that are not necessarily without cost to families. 
Some authors (e.g., Valiente, 2008) suggest that infant education is, above all, edu-
cation, rather than an integrated care service, so that it only goes some way to 
harmonising family life and employment, especially when schools have considera-
bly longer vacation periods and shorter working days than full-time jobs (some-
times interrupted at lunchtime, with no guaranteed catering). Tobío (2005: 15, 229 
and ff.) shares this idea, qualifying schools as an “insufficient resource” for child-
care before the age of three. 
 
Alternative strategies given the lack of social policies for childcare 
In view of the difficulties described above, many different strategies have been de-
veloped according to the capacities of the family, the market and public social 
policies (Esping-Andersen, 2000). In describing these strategies we follow Tobío 

 Men Women 

Activity rates 68.44% 51.51% 

Employment rates 56.29%  42.15% 

Unemployment rates 17.75% 18.16% 
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(2005), who identified different strategies developed by working mothers to make 
possible their double presence in the family and full-time employment. The princi-
pal strategies are those in which the mother’s role is taken over by another woman, 
often the grandmother (“substitute mothers”, Guasch, 2006: 191), with male 
grandparents sometimes also involved in caring for their grandchildren (Tobío, 
2005; Martínez, Carrasco & Aza, 2008). 
These substitution strategies sometimes choose to use paid home help, frequently 
immigrant womeniii, with hardly any regulation and different categories of assis-
tance – home-help, au-pair and baby-sitter (Tobío, 2005). This situation involves 
delegation of childcare by some women to others and, consequently, raises the 
worrying question of who looks after the immigrant women’s children. The litera-
ture refers to so-called “global chains of feeling or assistance” (Russell, 2000: 188), 
normally made up of women, which allow us to understand how global capitalism 
influences a new logic linking the immigration, work and care of women among 
different countries on a global scale, normally from developing countries towards 
more developed countries. 
Tobío (2005) also found complementary strategies, including the possibility of part-
time work. This is rare in Spain, with a much lower percentage than in other EU 
countries. The Work Forces Surveys 2008 (Ministry of Work and Immigration) show 
that, of all part-time workers in the EU, men represent a minority in comparison 
with women, and this disparity is even greater in Spain. 
According to the data of the Ministry of Equality (2009: 21), 70% of all part-time 
jobs and 40% of all full-time contracts are occupied by women in Spain. The data 
of the Ministry of Work and Immigration are even more clarifying (see table 2), as 
they break down part-time employment into sex and cause, finding that women 
predominate in part-time work because of family obligations, such as caring for 
children and ill or incapacitated adults. Other studies (Economic and Social Coun-
cil, 2000; Eurostat, 2002; Women’s Institute, 2008a) have also found that care for 
other family members, old people and the sick, as well as most housework, falls to 
women. 
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Table 2. Part-time jobs by cause and sex. Annual average. 2008. Source: 
2008 Statistical Yearbook. Ministry of Work and Immigration. 

 

 

Another strategy is to be found in Law 39/1999, to improve the work-life balance of peo-
ple in employment, which allows for leave from work to care for children or family 
members. In the case in hand, this would be up to three years leave for the father 
or mother to care for children under the age of six. However, this is unpaid leave, 
and so few parents avail themselves of this possibility (Tobío, 2005: 14). Nonethe-
less, analysis of the data shows that, when chosen, this option is used by more 
women than men, with the understanding that childcare is a family obligation for 
women (see Table 3). 
 
Table 3. Unpaid leave for childcare by sex of beneficiary. Source: 2008 Sta-
tistics Yearbook. Ministry of Work and Immigration. (In thousands and 
percentages). 
 

 Both sexes Women Men 

Year 2007 2008 2007 2008 2007 2008 

Total 34,816 37,771 33,335 36,300 

(96.10%) 

1,481 1,471 

(3.9%) 

 

Law 39/1999 also regulates the reduction of the working day for reasons of child-
care or care of family members, and Law 3/2007 extended the age of the children 
to be cared for from six to eight years. 
 

 Both Sexes Men Women 

 Absolute 

values (in 

thousands) 

Percentage 

distribution 

Absolute 

values (in 

thousands) 

Percentage 

distribution 

Absolute 

values (in 

thousands) 

Percentage 

distribution 

Total 2,425.5 100 491.1 100 1,934.4 100 

Family 

obligations 

639.2 26.4 19.8 4,0 619.4 32.0 
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 Law 3/2007 on the equality of men and women established for the first time a paternity 
permit or leaveiv allowing male parents alone to enjoy paid leave for thirteen days, 
with a further extension of two days in the case of multiple births. This permit is 
separate from the 16 weeks maternity leave already in place, which can also be 
shared between both parents. Since the passing of this law there has been a nota-
ble increase in the numbers of male parents making use of the measure (see Figure 
3). 
 
Figure 3. Evolution of maternity/paternity permits. Source: Ministry of 
Equality, 2009. 
 

 
 
Finally, consideration must be made of the assistance offered by the Administra-
tion through public policies for care and attention of children. Although there are 
different types of assistance availablev, perhaps the best known and most popular 
schemes are the monthly grant of 100 € and the so-called “baby cheque” of 2,500 
€ per birth. The symbolic 100 € per month is awarded to women in employment 
with children under the age of three. However, regardless of the type of assistance, 
this implies a restricted understanding of social policy, awarding sporadic grants 
and assuring direct income for families to take care of their members, rather than 
providing care services to release the families from such responsibilities (Valiente, 
2008; Guijo, 2008). 
In addition, such financial assistance can have an unequal impact on the search for 
alternatives to care, since these grants to families do not cover payment for care 
services in the private sector (Carrillo, 2008), with more dependence on available 
family income and on the place of women in the labour market. The principle of 
equality in educational opportunities is therefore not guaranteed from infancy as a 
priority for social policy, and family dependence is encouraged, together with re-
curring gender inequalities (González López, 2003). 
 
 
 

Maternity permits 

 
 
Paternity permits 

 
Maternity leave ceded 
to male parents 
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By way of conclusion 
This study represents a contribution to the development of public educational and 
social policies for childcare in Spain – a country that has been described as “fami-
list” and where provision for childcare is characterised by being carried out be-
tween the family and the school. However, the structure of the family is at present 
undergoing a transformation, especially because of the incorporation of women, 
or more exactly “mothers”, into the labour market. This context requires educa-
tional and, above all, childcare policies, as well as other measures, to help eradicate 
the existing inequalities in childcare during the first years of life. 
Educational policies have been extended for children aged three and older with 
the guarantee of places for all. However, the situation is very different for the 
population under the age of three, with limited provision in the implementation of 
educational policies and care for this age range. As a result, care falls to the family 
sphere, as the family must seek out resources and strategies for childcare and 
which are practically non-existent outside the private sector. It has been shown 
that different strategies are used, although these are basically carried out by 
women, apart from the short period available to male parents thanks to the re-
cently approved Law of Equality. 
There are alternative measures of childcare such as playschools, morning class-
rooms, etc., as well as the well-known grants to families that ensure direct income 
for them to be able to care for their children. However, these are provisional solu-
tions for a situation that demands change, considering the question from a more 
global viewpoint and providing care instead of having families look for mainly pri-
vate initiatives. Finally, it cannot be forgotten that one of the social challenges of 
our time is the need to reconcile the work-life balance with childcare, considering, 
among other factors, the prevention of inequality in a child’s earliest years. 
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