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in the references section at the end of the key contextual data profile. Individual statistical 
data used in tables are indicated by an asterisk*, both in the table and in the sources.  
 

Early childhood education and care  

 
ECEC system type and auspices 
The National Curriculum Framework (2012) refers to the system of early childhood education and 
care in Malta as the Early Years Cycle and comprises childcare services for under 3-year olds, kin-
dergarten centres for 3- to 5-year olds and the first two years of compulsory primary school, for 5- 
to 7-year olds. Overall responsibility lies with the Ministry for Education and Employment (MEDE). 
Within the MEDE, the Directorate for Quality and Standards in Education (DQSE) is responsible for 
the regulation of non-compulsory ECEC settings. A few childcare services in the state sector are 
managed by the Foundation for Educational Services (FES). Others are privately owned and man-
aged. Until 30th June 2016 all childcare services were regulated by the Department of Social Wel-
fare Standards (DSWS). Since 1st July 2016, childcare services have been regulated by DQSE. Staff-
ing qualifications within the three stages of the Early Years Cycle differ in that a low level qualifi-
cation is required for work within the non-compulsory sector (0- to 5-year olds) compared to the 
university qualification necessary to work with 5- to 7-year olds. However, in terms of regulatory 
mechanisms, the ECEC system in Malta can be described as a unified system. 
  

Sources: Eurydice 2015. 
 MEDE 2012, 2014. 
 Sollars, V. 2013, 2017.  

 
 
General objectives and legislative framework 
Overall objectives of the Maltese government for the state and non-state sectors of non-
compulsory ECEC provision up to age 5 are to ensure that safe and developmentally appropriate 
children’s services are available to promote the holistic development of children and the well-
being of children and their families. In 2013, a policy document for ECEC was issued by the Minis-
try for Education and Employment (Early Childhood Education and Care: the Way Forward) which 
sets out general objectives and recommendations regarding an integrated system of ECEC, regula-
tion and accreditation, staff training and qualifications, quality assurance and curriculum.  
The two currently binding regulative frameworks are subsidiary legislation of the 1988 Education 
Act. These are the 

• National Minimum Curriculum (Pre-Primary Level) 1989, which sets out the main curricular ob-
jectives for pre-primary classes for 3 and 4 year olds (see section on Curricular Frameworks for 
details of the more recent National Curriculum Framework 2012). 

• Registration of Childcare Facilities as Educational Establishments 2008, which provides frame-
work regulations for setting up provision for children under 3 years of age. There is currently 
no obligation for childcare settings to be registered with a specific authority.  

 

Sources: Eurydice 2015. 
 MEDE 2012. 
 Sollars, V. 2013, 2017.  
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ECEC entitlement and compulsory enrolment age 
Legal entitlement to a place in ECEC provision begins when the children start attending a kinder-
garten centre, i.e. from the age of 2 years 9 months.  

Early childhood education and care in Malta (0 to under 5 years) is not compulsory. However, 
compulsory schooling begins early compared with most other European countries. The official 
school starting age in Malta is 5. Since children are enrolled during the year they reach their fifth 
birthday, some may be as young as 4 years 9 months when they enter the first class of primary 
school. 
 

Sources:  European Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, and Eurostat 2014.  
 Eurydice 2015.  

 
 
Types of provision  
Kindergarten centres, which in reality are two-tier pre-primary settings, are available for children 
from 2 years 9 months up to school entry age. They are located either in state-maintained schools 
(62 in 2016/2017), or affiliated to grant-aided Catholic Church schools (28), or run by private enti-
ties as independent schools (22). Kindergarten centres thus come under the organisational regime 
of the school. The primary school head is formally head of the pre-primary classes. Pre-primary 
classes are typically open from Mondays to Fridays from 08:30 to 14:30 (i.e. opening hours do not 
always match parents’ employment hours) and closed during school holidays. Children are 
grouped in same-age classes called ‘Kindergarten 1’ (mostly 3 year olds) and ‘Kindergarten 2’ 
(mostly 4 year olds). With the exception of schools belonging to two religious orders, all Church 
schools/pre-primary classes are single-sex whereas all state-run provision and most of the pri-
vate/independent schools are co-educational. 
Childcare centres (sometimes known as Childcare and Family Support Centres) are available for 
children up to 3 years of age. They may be home-based or centre-based, the latter being owned, 
managed and organised by various entities. In March 2017, there were 106 centres registered 
with the DQSE: 13 were state-funded and managed through the Foundation for Educational Ser-
vices (FES); two were home-based and another two were organised by the Local Council for the 
town/village; three were managed by the Church and a further three were run on a private/public 
partnership basis, where the Government supports a private entity by hiring the premises; seven 
were set up by corporate entities which give priority to the children of employees of the entity be-
fore admitting children from the wider context and four were available in industrial parks; six cen-
tres were an integral part of larger private schools. The remaining 65 centres were privately-
owned (for-profit) settings. The state-maintained centres are open between 07:30 and 16:30. Pri-
vate centres have varying opening/closing times, ranging from 07:00 to 20:00, although most 
close between 16:00 and 17:00. Where larger independent schools offer the full range of educa-
tional provision – nursery, kindergarten, primary and secondary - the hours for nursery and kin-
dergarten are rather short (8:30 to about 12:30/13:00). However, the parents have the option of 
making use of extended hours against additional payment.  
 

Sources: European Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, and Eurostat 2014. 
 Eurydice 2015. 
 Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M.J. Neuman 2010.  
 Parliamentary Question No. 31899, Session No. 496, March 20th 2017 sitting. 
 Sollars, V. 2016.  
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Provider structures 
Both childcare and kindergarten centres are run by three different providers and may be state-
maintained, church-affiliated or private/independent. According to NSO (2016) statistics, 13,164 
children under the age of 5 were enrolled in the non-compulsory sector.  

Table 1  
Malta: Total number of early years settings (childcare and kindergarten) according to provider, 2017*  

Type of provision Total 

Childcare centres for under 3-year olds 106** 

Kindergarten centres in state primary schools  62 

Church-affiliated kindergarten centres  28 

Kindergarten centres in private-independent schools  22 

 

Most of the children under the age of 3 who attend childcare centres are in privately-run provi-
sion. Of a total of 106 settings only 13 are state-funded. As detailed earlier in the document, sev-
eral providers offer childcare services including corporate entities, the church and local councils, 
and individuals investing in their private business. According to data provided by JobsPlus (April 
2017)***, prior to April 2014, there were 1800 children in 69 childcare settings. By April 1st of 
2017, there were 102 childcare centres registered in the free childcare scheme handling “over 
6400 parents/guardians active applications”. Since the scheme was launched in April 2014, up to 
December 2016, a total of 9419 applications for the free childcare scheme were handled. Statis-
tics published in mid-2017**** suggest that in June 2017, 3,579 children were registered in the 
free childcare scheme. 

During the school year 2016/17, there were 62 state, 28 church-affiliated and 22 independent 
primary schools offering services for kindergarten children under 5 years of age. The largest pro-
vider is the state sector, followed by the independent and church-affiliated sectors. In 2016/2017, 
these accounted for 70.9%, 17.9% and around 11% of the kindergarten population respectively 
(see Table 2).  

 
Table 2 
Malta: Distribution of children in kindergartens according to provider, 2016/17*  

Provider 3-year olds 4-year olds Total Per cent (%) 
State 3,752 2,893 6,645 70.9 
Church 320 730 1,050 11.2 
Private 861 814 1,675 17.9 
Total 4,933 4,437 9,370 100 

 

Sources:  *Records held at the Accreditation Unit at the Ministry for Education for Church and Independent schools 
data (email communication 21st March 2017); Records from Research and Policy Development Direc-
torate at the Ministry for Education for State school data (email communication 23rd March 2017)  

 **Response given to PQ31899, Session No. 496 on 20th March 2017. 
 ***Data obtained from JobsPlus (email communication 3rd April 2017). 
 ****The Malta Independent, Saturday 22nd July 2017.   

 
 
Participation rates in regulated provision 
Between 2005 and 2015, the rate of children under age 3 attending childcare centres increased 
gradually over time (see Table 3). A report on the implementation of the strategic plan for the 
prevention of early school leaving*** with more recent data indicates that in 2016, 27.8% of chil-
dren aged 0-3 attended childcare centres. The proportionate increase of 3- and 4-year olds partic-
ipating in ECEC was even greater. Eurostat statistics of age-disaggregated data (Table 4) indicate 
that all 4-year olds and the larger majority of 3-year olds were enrolled in a centre-based setting.  
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Table 3 
Malta: Participation rates according to duration of attendance in centre-based settings 2005-2015*  

Year Weekly attendance 0 to under 3 years 
in % 

3 years up to school entry  
in % 

2005 
1 to 29 hours 4 32 
Over 30 hours 1 26 
No attendance 95 43 

2010 
1 to 29 hours 6 26 
Over 30 hours 3 46 
No attendance 91 28 

2015 
1 to 29 hours 10.7 34.6 

Over 30 hours 7.2 53.8 

No attendance 82.1 11.6 
 

Table 4 
Malta: Number of children in ECEC settings and enrolment ratios according to age, 2015** 

Age-groups Number Share in % 

Under 2 years No data available  

2-year olds 813 18.9 

3-year olds 4,160 96.8 

4-year olds 4,162 100.0 

3- to under 5-year olds 8,322 99.3+ 

2- to under 5-year olds 9,135 72.1+ 
+ own calculations based on Eurostat data of 2015 
 

Sources: *Eurostat 2017f. 
 **Eurostat 2017h, 2017i.  
 ***MEDE 2017, viii, Early School Leaving Unit.  

 
 
Financing and costs for parents  
Childcare settings registered in the “free childcare scheme” (introduced in April 2014) receive 3€ 
an hour for each child who uses the service, depending on the number of pre-booked hours. Ac-
cording to a recent press report from the Education Minister (20th March 2017), some 6,400 fami-
lies are taking advantage of the scheme, which is costing the government 12,000,000€, compared 
with fewer than 2,000 families when the scheme was introduced three years ago*. Since April 
2014, government-subsidised places have been available free of charge in childcare centres for 
children with parents in education or employment**. Private-independent centres for children 
under age 3 may charge up to 470€ for a full-day place, whereas state-maintained centres charge 
only around 150€. Fees in state subsidised childcare centres differ considerably and may range 
from 80€ to 280€1. 
Attendance in state-maintained kindergartens is free of charge. Places in grant-aided church-run 
kindergarten centres are also free of charge, although parents are encouraged to give donations 
to help with institutional expenditure. Independent schools charge tuition fees for which parents 
receive a tax rebate. Parents whose children attend church-run and independent schools/ pre-
schools pay for school transport and to purchase books and other requisites. In contrast, 
transport and provision of textbooks is free of charge for children in state schools.  
 

1 The amounts in Euro refer to the artificial common reference currency unit PPS (Purchase Power Standard) used in the 
European Union to express the volume of economic aggregates for the purpose of cross national comparisons. (Europe-
an Commission, EACEA, Eurydice and Eurostat 2014, 156) 
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Sources: European Commission, EACEA, Eurydice, and Eurostat 2014, 180. 
 Eurydice 2011, 2015.  
 **MEDE 2015a, 2015b, 2015c. 
 *Times of Malta, 20th March 2017. 

 
 
Staff/child ratios  
Childcare centres 

For the childcare centres, the National Standards for Child Day Care Facilities 2006 recommend 
the following ratios of qualified staff to children: 1:3 for infants under 12 months of age, 1:5 for 
children aged 13 to 24 months, and 1:6 for children aged 25 to 36 months. In the case of mixed-
age groups, the recommended ratio is 1:6.  

Kindergarten centres/pre-primary education 
Irrespective of the service provider, all pre-primary settings are required to provide a standard ra-
tio of one staff member for a maximum of fifteen 3-year olds and one staff member for a maxi-
mum of twenty 4-year olds.**  
The 2014 policy paper on Early childhood education and care: The way forward recommends a re-
duction in the staff/child ratios for pre-primary settings.  

In 2014, the average group size in Kindergarten 1 (3-year olds) was 12, and in Kindergarten 2 (4-
year olds) 15. The respective maximum group size (15 for Kindergarten 1 and 20 for Kindergarten 
2) may not be exceeded.*  
 

Sources: *NAO 2015.  
 Sollars, V. 2013. 

 **Internal correspondence sent by Education Officer to Director of Education dated 11th Nov 1993. Sub-
ject: Policy in KG section. File KGS2/93. Retrieved from Registry files at the Ministry for Education. 

 
  
Curricular frameworks  
ECEC in Malta (childcare and early education) is not guided by a co-ordinated curriculum docu-
ment.  
The kindergarten centres are included in the Early Years Cycle of the National Curriculum Frame-
work 2012 (NCF) for schools. The Early Years Cycle sought to incorporate the non-compulsory ser-
vices up to the age of five, including childcare for under-threes, Kindergarten 1 (for 3-year olds), 
Kindergarten 2 (for 4-year olds) and the first two years of primary school (5- and 6-year olds). For 
the early years, five learning outcomes are defined: a strong sense of identity; a positive self-
image; social competence; communicative competence; positive attitudes towards learning in or-
der to become engaged and confident learners.  
Activities in the childcare centres are loosely guided by the National Standards for Child Care 
2006 and two sets of National Occupational Standards for the Childcare Worker and the Childcare 
Manager respectively. Both documents refer to areas of child development, and helping children 
to develop their potential through inclusion and participation in a range of stimulating activities 
reflecting non-stereotypical roles and the diversity of race, culture and religion.  
 

Sources:  MFSS and MEYE 2006. 
 MEDE 2012, 45-5. 
 NCFHE 2017a, 2017b. 
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Inclusion agenda 
Children with special educational needs and disabilities 

National policy emphasises the importance of an inclusive approach from an early age. Children 
with special educational needs are usually admitted to mainstream kindergarten centres, a deci-
sion which is taken by the parents. The staff are required to refer children needing extra support 
to the relevant professionals. Such referrals are processed by the Statementing Moderating Panel. 
Furthermore, the Child Development Assessment Unit (CDAU) works in close collaboration with 
the Inclusive Education Network to provide early intervention for children born with a disability or 
one detected in the early months. In state-run pre-primary classes, a learning support assistant is 
allocated to give either one-to-one or small group support, depending on the specific educational 
need. The Directorate for Educational Services sponsors professional development for supply staff 
to work with special needs children as support staff. Church-run and independent pre-primary 
classes receive state support for staff. In terms of Learning Support Assistants (LSAs), in 2016/ 
2017, 331 were employed in state-maintained, 38 in church-affiliated and 34 in private-indepen-
dent kindergarten centres, each responsible for one to two children with special educational 
needs*. 

LSAs are usually employed without any formal training. They are required to follow a 70-hour 
course and subsequently another 140-hour course whilst already in employment. Several follow a 
two-year part-time Diploma in Facilitating Inclusive Education at University. More recently, a 210 
hour course leading to a Level 5 Higher Certificate in Inclusive Education has been introduced and 
offered by the Malta College of Arts, Science and Technology (MCAST). LSAs are not trained to 
work with a specific age-group or a particular disability. They may be assigned duties to any child, 
irrespective of the child’s age or whether s/he is in kindergarten, primary or secondary education. 
LSAs' responsibilities can range from one learner with full time one-to-one support to three learn-
ers on shared support depending on the assistance required according to the recommendations 
of the Statementing Moderating Panel (SMP).  
 
Children with a background of migration 
Data on foreign-born children in early years settings as reported by MEDE for 2015/2016 (Early 
School Leaving Unit 2017) indicate that foreign-born students within the State Sector in Early 
Years and Primary (3- to 11-year olds) accounted for 13% (N=2,748) of the population. Foreign-
born children attending pre-primary settings (under 5-year olds) in Church and Independent 
schools accounted for 0.9% (N=7) and 24.2% (N=408) of the pre-primary population respectively. 
Across all levels of education (3- to 16-year olds) and for the scholastic year 2015/2016, the top 
six countries of origin in State schools included UK (462), Italy (334), Bulgaria (258), Libya (226), 
Syria (172) and Serbia (142). Within Independent schools, foreign students came from Libya (495), 
UK (313), Italy (263), Russia (186), Sweden (88) and France (84). Within Church schools, foreign 
students came from UK (13), Italy (9), Serbia (5), Nigeria (3), Spain (3) and Russia (3).  
Whilst no data were forthcoming from the state sector for 2016/2017, the Church School Secre-
tariat reported 10 children with a background of migration (defined as where both parents were 
born and raised abroad) in church school kindergarten settings (April 2017).  
In 2016, 7.1% of the population in Malta was foreign born, around half of them coming from an-
other EU member state. In terms of children under age 5, 10.1% did not have a Maltese back-
ground, with more than one third (37.2%) of them coming from EU member states.* 
In order to improve the integration of children with a background of migration, a European pro-
ject in 2013*** focused on the continuing professional development of staff regarding support for 
these children in their additional language learning. This included the implementation of specific 
resources and appropriate software for enhancing reading and writing skills.  
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Sources: **Data for Church and Independent schools obtained from Accreditation Unit, MEDE (email communica-
tion, 21st March 2017); Data for State schools obtained from Education Resources Department. MEDE 
(email communication 25th April 2017).  

 Early School Leaving Unit 2017.   
 EPIC 2016. 
 ***European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education 2014, 29. 
 *Eurostat 2017g. 
 Eurydice 2015. 
 Head of Church School Secretariat (Email communication, 6th April 2017) 
 Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M.J. Neuman 2010.  
 Sollars, V. 2017.  

 
 

Monitoring– Evaluation – Research  
Childcare centres 
There are no formal assessment requirements for childcare centres. Until June 2016, the centres 
used to be monitored and inspected annually by the Department for Social Welfare Standards 
(DSWS) within the Ministry for Family and Social Solidarity to ensure compliance with the Nation-
al Standards for Child Day Care Facilities 2006. This responsibility has shifted to the Quality Assur-
ance Directorate (QAD), forming part of the DQSE within the MEDE. Monitoring procedures used 
to include announced and unannounced inspections, assessments and administrative procedures. 
The QAD has recently piloted a reviewing model focusing on care, learning and play (Standard 5 of 
the National Standards 2006 document) with the intention to monitor but also support childcare 
centres towards improving the service provision. Currently, the QAD is evaluating the piloted re-
view model in order to inform and propose a way forward in assuring quality in ECEC. In setting 
expectations, MEDE is ensuring recognition of the current reality in childcare centres to avoid 
larger differences between policy and practices. A policy paper issued by the Ministry of Educa-
tion (2013) recommended that the governance and monitoring of the childcare sector be trans-
ferred to the Ministry of Education. No research has been undertaken at a national level to specif-
ically compile evidence about the quality of childcare provision from the perspectives of the chil-
dren and their families. 
 
Kindergarten centres/pre-primary education  
Monitoring and inspection of kindergarten centres for 3- and 4-year olds varies across sectors. 
Church-affiliated and independent schools with kindergarten centres organise and manage their 
own monitoring. Early Years Education Officers from the Department of Curriculum Management 
(DCM) visit Church and/or Independent KG settings upon invitation by the Secretariat for Catholic 
Education or the invitation from the senior management team of the independent school respec-
tively.  

The state kindergarten centres are monitored by Early Years Education Officers within the De-
partment of Curriculum Management at the Ministry of Education. Kindergarten Assistants (KGAs) 
are supported on a regular basis starting from a year before they need to be confirmed in the 
Public Service. The frequency and intensity of these observation visits before and after confirma-
tion depends on the level of support determined by the Education Officers until all Kindergarten 
Assistants show the expected level of quality in their performance. In theory, Education Officers 
may visit all Kindergarten Assistants each scholastic term, with each unannounced visit consisting 
of two different activities delivered by the KGA. However, considering time constraints and de-
pending on the number of classes within each school making up a College for which individual Ed-
ucation Officers are directly responsible, regular visits to each and every classroom are difficult to 
maintain in every scholastic year. Each Education Officer has up to three Colleges and an equal 
number of KG centres under his/her remit every scholastic year. In addition to monitoring visits, 
KG centres are inspected by Education Officers (QAD). These inspection visits would be part of the 
broader school audits. 
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Apart from support and confirmation visits, Early Years Education Officers also conduct routine 
visits. These can be organised and structured according to: 
• requests made by the Head of School through the College Principal and Director- DCM; 
• requests made by the Council for the Teaching Profession; and  
• evaluation of current performance by the Early Years Education Officers among Kindergarten 

Assistants who have been newly recruited or transferred to a different KG setting.  
Although the Early Years Education Officers are considered to be fully qualified to be appointed 
Education Officers, they are not necessarily in possession of academic qualifications specifically in 
early childhood education but may have accumulated years of service or experience in a range of 
settings or appointments, even in the primary and secondary school sectors.  
Within school settings, staff employed at the kindergarten centres do not perceive themselves to 
be a priority. This opinion has been shared by several practitioners*. Some practitioners reported 
that funds allocated to the KG settings are not sufficient for purchasing resources. Several claim to 
spend part of their salary on resources to better equip their classrooms or support them in activi-
ties with the children. Others admit that when they are involved in whole school professional de-
velopment activities, the chosen topic is not always relevant for the early years.  
There are no regular or steady research initiatives which could inform, monitor, support or im-
prove practices. Research studies tend to be small-scale and to arise from individual initiatives. An 
example of such an initiative is an on-going study focusing on the interpretations of ‘quality’ from 
the perspectives of practitioners and parents whose children are attending any one of 50 child-
care or kindergarten settings in Malta and Gozo, within the state, church or independent settings. 
Data have thus far been collected from around 1960 parents, representing 47% of the question-
naires distributed and interviews, conducted with over 400 members of staff.*  
 
There is no national agency or specific entity focusing on early childhood education.  
 

Sources:  Eurydice 2012. 
 Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M.J. Neuman 2010, 308. 
 Sollars, V. 2013, 2017, *(in progress) - interview data from on-going research on quality issues. 

 
  
Parental leave 
Maternity leave is obligatory during the six weeks immediately following the birth of the child. A 
further eight weeks can be taken either before or after birth. These 14 weeks are covered 100% 
by the employer. They may be extended for a further 4 weeks; since 2015 mothers receive a flat 
rate from the government (166.26€ weekly) in alignment with the minimum wage.  

Fathers working as public sector employees are entitled to five, fully paid days of paternity leave 
which have to be taken during the 15 days immediately following the child’s birth. In the private 
sector, only one paid working day is guaranteed.  

Parental leave in the public sector is granted for 12 months per family if the parent has been 
working for at least a full year. If both parents work in the public sector they have to divide this 
time between them, but cannot both be on leave at the same time. Leave may be taken in one 
continuous period or in blocks of four, six or nine months. Four months can be split in blocks of 
one month, up to the child’s eighth birthday. Parental leave in the private sector is four months 
per parent and unpaid. It can be taken in blocks of one month, up to the child’s eighth birthday. 
The requirement of at least one year continuous employment applies here as well.  

In the public sector in 2014, 473 mothers – but only 13 fathers - took up the unpaid parental 
leave. There are no data for the private sector.  
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Source:  Camilleri-Cassar, F. 2017. 

 
 
Historical highlights and shifts  

1975 Introduction of the first state-funded kindergarten provision for 4 and 5 year olds, i.e. at a very 
late time in history compared with most other European countries 

1987 
Kindergartens were the responsibility of the Department of Social Services within the Ministry 
of Labour and Social Services until 1987. Since then they have been under the auspices of the 
Ministry of Education 

1988 Kindergarten provision extended to include 3 year olds 

1990s Establishment of the first childcare centres for children under 3 years of age 

2006 Publication of the first National Policy for Early Childhood Education and publication of National 
Standards for Child Daycare Facilities 

2009 Introduction of a University qualification for kindergarten practitioners working in school set-
tings 

2012 
Publication of the National Curriculum Framework – the first document to acknowledge the ear-
ly years as a distinct cycle of education (Early Years Cycle). It projects a holistic vision of the ear-
ly years which incorporates 0- to 7-year olds  

2014 Free childcare services introduced for parents in employment or pursuing studies utilising regis-
tered childcare centres 

2016 

Publication of the Professions in Education Act (July 2016) – one of the proposals for the 
amendments to the Education Act identifies an MQF Level 4 qualification in early childhood ed-
ucation as the minimum required level in order to obtain a license to practice the profession of 
Kindergarten Assistant. This undermines earlier initiatives to introduce an MQF Level 6 qualifi-
cation in the field  

 

Sources: Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M.J. Neuman 2010, 306. 
 Sollars, V. 2017.  

 
 
Current challenges for the system of Early Childhood Education and Care in Malta  
Country expert assessment by Valerie Sollars  

One of the key challenges facing ECEC concerns the absence of an entity or agency with an explicit 
focus on and responsibility for early years policy development, promotion, guidance and imple-
mentation. The absence of such an entity (a) is an indicator of the minimal importance attributed 
to early childhood education; (b) perpetuates a situation where the sector is directed by inappro-
priate or inadequate policies which fail to acknowledge the specific needs of early years or to 
show an understanding about the development of very young children; (c) contributes to a situa-
tion where early childhood education and care has no voice; and (d) implies no holistic vision 
about the sector or a strategy to ensure quality provision of services. Indeed, there is no large 
scale research which has yet monitored actual practices and their short or long-term effect on 
children and their families.  
 
A second challenge arises from the perceptions, beliefs and expectations of parents, practitioners 
and the general public. Anecdotal evidence repeatedly suggests that childcare settings are associ-
ated with a safe and clean environment where children are looked after whilst the parents are at 
work; kindergarten is seen as preparation for or even the start of school. Although learning 
through play is acknowledged, literacy and numeracy sessions are expected to be held regularly. 
School-based or commercially produced workbooks focusing on numbers, letters, shapes, colours 
and similar topics are not unusual. The choice of activities, the organisation of the day and the 
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planning of activities are the remit of the practitioner and children rarely contribute to determin-
ing activities, thus minimising opportunities for sustained engagement and involvement.  
 
A third challenge faced by ECEC stems from the historical development of the sector. Over the 
years, responsibility for the kindergarten section swung back and forth between different Minis-
tries before finally becoming part of the Ministry for Education. The responsibility for childcare 
settings was, until June 2016, within the Ministry for Social Policy. Although the Ministry for Edu-
cation is now responsible for all settings, there is as yet no holistic vision for early childhood edu-
cation and care. Many of the personnel who are expected to monitor and support the early years 
sector have little academic training or experiences specifically in ECEC and the much-needed sup-
port and guidance especially required because of the low-level of qualifications of the practition-
ers themselves, cannot be appropriately provided. 
 
 

Demographic data 

 
Population 
In 2016, the population in Malta totalled 434,403. The population has been rising steadily over 
the past 20 years (in 1995: 369,451 and in 2005: 402,668). 

 

Children under age 5 
Since compulsory schooling in Malta starts at age 5, data in this section includes children up to 
age 5 from available sources, whereas otherwise the demographic data refer to children up to age 
6.  

In 2016, children under age 5 comprised almost 5% of the total population in Malta, 3% of the to-
tal population were children under 3 years of age (see Table 5). Although the relative share of 
young children in the population was higher than the EU average in 1995, it had dropped signifi-
cantly byl 2005. By 2016, it was approximately on a level with the EU-average (cf. Table 6). 

Table 5 
Malta: Children under 5 years of age, 2016* 

Age Number of children 

Under age 1 4,407 

1-year olds 4,253 

2-year olds 4,159 

Total under age 3 12,819 

3-year olds 4,326 

4-year olds 4,324 

Total 3 to under age 5 8,650 

Total 0- to under 5-year olds 21,469 
 
Table 6  
Malta: Children under 5 years of age – share in total population compared with EU average, 1995 to 2016*, in %+ 

Age 1995 ∅ EU152 2005 ∅ EU25 2016 ∅ EU28 

Under 3 years 4.1 3.3 2.9 3.1 3.0 3.0 

2 The 1995 data are for the EU15 countries at the time (AT, BE, DK, DE, IE, EL, ES, F, FI, IT, LU, NL, PT, SE, UK); the 2005 
data (EU25) also include CY, CZ, EE, HU, LV, LT, MT, PL, SI, SK. Data for 2014 include the additional EU28 countries BG, 
RO und HR. 
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Age 1995 ∅ EU152 2005 ∅ EU25 2016 ∅ EU28 

3 to under 5 years 2.9 2.3 2.1 2.1 2.0 2.1 

0 to under 5 years 7.0 5.7 5.0 5.2 4.9 5.1 
+ own calculations, differences due to roundings  
 

Source: *Eurostat 2017a. 

 
Single households with children under age six 
In 2015, over two thirds of all households with children under the age of six were couple house-
holds. Only 3.5% of all households are single households - mostly single mothers (3.2%).  
 
Table 7 
Malta: Households with children under age 6, 2015 

Household type Total households Total households 
in per cent* 

All households 43,200  

Couple households 29,400 68.1 

Other household type 12,300 28.5 

Single households, total 1,500 3.5 

Single households, women 1,400 3.2 

Single households, men 100** 0.3** 

* own calculations, **data computed 
 

Source: Eurostat 2017e.  

 
 
Employment rates of parents with children under age six 
The overall employment rate in 2015 was 76.2% for men and 51% for women. 

Maternal employment rates in Malta have increased significantly over recent years. Whereas in 
2003*, Malta had the lowest employment rate (29%) in the EU25 for mothers with children aged 
3 to 5 years (average: 60%), in 2015, the rate of 57.1% for mothers of children under age 6 is only 
slightly below that of the EU28 average (61%) whereas the rate of the fathers (93%) is among the 
highest in the EU. 

Table 8 
Malta: Employment rates of parents with children under age 6 compared with other EU states, 2005-2015 

  Mothers, in per cent Fathers, in per cent 

Malta 

2005 29.3 90.1 

2010 40.6 88.3 

2015 57.1 93.0 

European Union 

EU15 – 2005 56.2 90.0 

EU27 – 2010 58.2 86.6 

EU28 – 2015 61.0 87.3 

Highest rate of 2005 Slovenia – 76.8 Cyprus – 95.3 
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  Mothers, in per cent Fathers, in per cent 

employment 2010 Slovenia – 76.7 Netherlands – 93.5 

2015 Sweden – 78.9 Malta/Czech Republic – 93.0 

Lowest rate of em-
ployment 

2005 Malta – 29.3 Bulgaria – 72.4 

2010 Hungary – 32.7 Latvia – 74.8 

2015 Hungary – 38.8 Bulgaria – 77.3 

 

Sources: Eurostat 2017b, 2017c. 
*Oberhuemer, P., I. Schreyer, and M.J. Neuman 2010. 

 
 
Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion3 
In 2015, 21.4% of children under 6 years of age were at risk of poverty or social inclusion. This po-
sitions Malta slightly better than the EU average (24.7%) for this age-group. The relative share of 
all persons in the population at risk of poverty or social exclusion was 22.4%.  
 

Source:   Eurostat 2017d. 
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