


Guidance for Expression of Interest for Childcare
Background

Under the Childcare Act 2006 each Local Authority has a statutory duty to ensure there is sufficient childcare for parents to return or remain in work where is reasonably practicable. To assess the childcare needs of parents a Childcare Sufficiency Assessment is conducted annually. Once a potential unmet need is identified, robust market research needs to be conducted to confirm or contradict the need. 
What is an Expression of Interest?
A consortium or school may believe identified a need and possible premises for childcare. However it is essential at the earliest stage that they have linked with their Local District Partnership Team to get the full picture of the need of the area, they will provide guidance on establishing the need. Once parents have been consulted and it does not show that there is a need for a provision than there is no gap to be filled, and the Expression of Interest should not go ahead. 

An Expression of Interest will help a consortium or school identify a provider to come and run the provision to meet the need, once a gap has been primarily identified(if the provider thinks it will provide a sustainable business). 

An Expression of Interest is different from a tender as there will be no contract in place for the service. Providers will therefore not enter into a contract with the council to provide the service; neither will they be paid any money to set up the service, although they may be eligible for a grant. An Expression of Interest does not provide a guarantee that this childcare will definitely be set up or that there is definitely a need which will make a sustainable business, even through the consortium may have already carried out extensive market research. 
By inviting a provider to run a childcare provision does not mean that they will be automatically entitled to funding or support from Herts County Council. Providers will have to go through a funding application which will have to approved by a panel (the application process can take many months depending on the time of year and planning which needs to take place to start the business)

Is there a need for an Expression of Interest?
Co-ordinating an Expression of Interest can be time consuming so it is important that the consortium are confident of the need within a community. To identify a need a school or consortium should carry initial market research with close guidance of the local District Partnership Team;

· Surveying parents (bearing in mind that it may take 6 months to set up the provision, so make sure parents know the new service will not open next week)

· Market analysis. The consortium must fully research what is currently on offer to parents, Are all childcare places full, or could another provider who is already open meet the need and could a new service potentially put another provider out of business?

· Check the latest Childcare Sufficiency Information; available from the local District Partnership Team. 

· The consortium should speak to other local professionals who have knowledge of the locality and its needs. 

If the Consortium feels that there is a specific need for childcare in the community, the next step is to create a specification of what business is required and advertise a potential business opportunity to the public. The EOI letter will allow the consortium to write the specification required for the community and this letter should be used to send out to interested providers. This template letter details all the information a consortium need to give to a potential provider and can be added to with further information should a consortium feel it is necessary. 

Advertising the Opportunity and Inviting Expression of Interest
The Consortium should aim to reach as many potential businesses to come forward with an Expression of Interest and the key to this is smart advertising. It is important to set a budget for this and have strict deadlines in mind. 

When advertising it is important to note that what available is a ‘Potential Business Opportunity’. A good business will decide for themselves is it is an actual opportunity, if from their research and your research they can see it will become a sustainable business. One cannot dictate whether this is an actual business opportunity as a business may disagree, as advertising a definite business opportunity leaves you open for repercussions should a business fail. 

Budgets can be tight so it is important a consortium are smart when advertising, and utilise free opportunities. In this tool kit there is a template advert which can be used or adapted. 

Tips for Advertising the Potential Opportunity. 

· Advertise on free websites, i.e. Young in Herts Recruitment, the Extended Schools website. 

· Advertise where childcare businesses go i.e. training venues, Children’s Centres, schools

· Be wise when advertising in the press. Local Newspapers can be very expensive to advertise in and don’t always produce results. Find out about the circulation of the paper (is it the target audience) and try and negotiate a deal. Investigate using trade press as it is more likely to meet the target audience
· Keep an advert is simple, key catching and not too wordy. 
· Make sure all contact details are on the advert.

· Have a deadline on the advert for submissions. 

The Expression of Interest

The consortium will need to be able to measure the suitability of applicants who express an interest in the opportunity. The consortium should be looking for a provider with the following strengths

· Knowledge of the Childcare Sector

· Strong Business Acumen
· Experience running/ managing a Childcare Setting

· Ability to start a provision from scratch

· Understanding what quality provision means and how to achieve it. 

This is done through the Expression of Interest Form. 

The Expression of Interest Letter should be sent to each potential party and should include any the minimum requirements the consortium have for the provider, how any Expression of Interest will be scored and the timescales expected within this project. 
It is also advisable to send to a potential provider any market research already undertaken; this should be in a breakdown of data from the research undertaken so the providers can use it in their business plan. All the research should be anonymous and no data of children should be given out under any circumstances. 
The potential provider should be sent the Expression of Interest pack and given a deadline to return the information by. This pack should include

· Expression of Interest Letter

· Expression of Interest Form

· How to write a Business Plan

· Market Research Data

· Expression of Interest Check List

The documents in this tool kit are the minimum to allow a consortium to assess an applicant’s strengths and abilities to take on opening a new provision. These documents can be added to but it is advised that nothing is removed. The Letter for the Expression of Interest must include proposed timescales for the project and the minimum requirements of the potential provider. 

It is vital that not only does the potential provider have the correct sector knowledge and experience but also have the business acumen to make this project sustainable and successful, this has in the past been ignored, but it is vital that the provider has excellent knowledge and experience of running a business. 

The Expression of Interest Panel

It is advisable to have 3 or 4 people on an Expression of Interest Panel, any more and any interviews can become very intimidating. 

Each panel member should represent a different sector and be able to bring their knowledge and experience to the assessment of expressions. 

It is suggested that the panel should be made up of

· The Local ESCO ( Children Centre Manager if provision is for 0-5)

· A Local Stake Holder- Head Teacher, Governor or Parent

· A Senior Member of the District Partnership Team or ICS Business Partner (to advise on business)
· An Early Years Consultant who specialises in the age range the provision will cater for (to advise on quality)

Assessing the Expression of Interest

To register their interest a potential provider must submit the following by the given deadline; panels should not assess any expressions received after this deadline or are incomplete. 
· Expression of Interest Form

· Business Plan

· Equal Opportunities Policy

· Additional Needs Policy

· Quality Assurance Policy

· Safeguarding Policy

· Any other information you request.

The submitted documents should be assessed by the panel using the scoring sheet within this tool kit; this guarantees this process is fair. It allows the panel to assess the 5 strengths which are required from a potential provider, and score the Expression. 

It is advised that those who score over 80% be invited for an interview. It is good practice to write to all those who are unsuccessful and offer feedback on the documents they submitted. 

If one Expression of Interest is received and it is not of good quality do not compromise to open the provision quickly. A poor quality provider may open a poor provision which may lead to further problems for the consortium. If a low response rate is received the following should be evaluated as to why people have not registered their interest.

· Does the research show that actually the provision would not be sustainable and providers with strong business acumen will not risk opening it?

· Have you not advertised the opportunity in places that potential providers will see?

Interviewing Potential Providers

Once the panel have selected a short list of potential providers they should be invited to interview. Further information about the provider may be collected to help the panel make a decision at the interview, such as references, their recent accounts (if currently trading) or a short presentation on a relevant subject such as ‘How to build a sustainable childcare business’ or ‘How to promote inclusion in childcare.’ 

It is suggested that the panel interview applicants against certain competencies to assess whether they have the relevant skills to deliver a good quality sustainable setting. Using competency based questions means that the panel can make sure the candidate with a strong skills base will be selected to run the new provision. The competencies suggested are:

· Business Skills

· Ability to work in partnership

· Ability to produce a quality provision 

· Management Skills

· Knowledge of Safeguarding

· Meeting the needs of all children

It should be noted that business skills are the ability to run and oversee the business successfully, so it is sustainable in all areas including marketing, finance and sales. Management Skills should not just concentrate on the ability to manage staff, but should also assess the applicant’s ability to manage time and information. 

Within this tool kit there are competency based questions for each topic. It is advised that the interviewing panel select three from each area to ask the applicant, these questions should be the same for each candidate. Other questions can be asked in addition to these questions which the panel feel relevant for the particular project. 

If there is any confidential information which will be shared the panel must make this clear at the start of the interview and also assure the applicants confidentiality. It is important that the provider also has a chance to ask their own questions so they can make an informed decision to whether this will be a good business move, as they will be committing a lot of time and potentially money to the project. 

The panel should clearly state when the applicant will be informed of their decision, and inform all applicants of the panel’s decision as soon as possible.  

For each competency the panel should assess whether the applicant has not met, partly met or completely met each competency. From this assessment the panel should select the applicant who demonstrated the most competencies to run the provision. 
Once the interviews have been scored and the selected applicant should be notified. 

The Next Steps
If the applicant accepts to run the provision, the following steps should be agreed and taken;

· Provider should be put in touch with Local District Partnership Officer for advice and support. 

· Any further market research to be undertaken

· Provider should be introduced to local school/s they will be serving. 

· Rental agreement for premises should start being negotiated. 

Should the provider not accept then the panel may choose to offer the opportunity to the next highest scoring candidate or re-advertise. 
Appendix T20
Page 1 of 6
Jan 2010

