Executive Summary
The purpose of this paper is to propose a comprehensive reform of early childhood education and care in the State of Israel, from a child’s birth through entry into the school's structured framework at age six. There is growing awareness of the importance of the stage of early childhood in and of itself, as well as its centrality in a wide range of socio-economic processes. This raises the need to redesign outdated yet fixed patterns that are no longer relevant in today's reality. An organized policy that recognizes the importance of this stage should be outlined and developed based on current research findings.
	Over the past decade, an accumulating body of research unequivocally indicates the crucial impact of early education and care on child development and equal opportunity. The environment in which young children are raised and the quality of the stimuli to which they are exposed in their early years have a critical impact on their cognitive and emotional development. This, in turn, impacts their functioning throughout all stages of life. Promoting equal opportunities is one of the main functions of the formal education system, and is one of the key reasons that the state provides free compulsory education from kindergarten through high school. However, failing to apply a similar policy to early childhood clearly causes significant gaps in children's skills and abilities at this stage. The education system is currently struggling to bridge these gaps during later stages of development.	Comment by ALE Editor: I made this plural to avoid the awkward he/she format.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The State of Israel is exceptional in that it has both a relatively high birth rate for a Western country, while at the same time it has a quite high rate of participation of women in the workforce. Nevertheless, the government has not devoted adequate resources or attention to early childhood education. This has resulted in numerous problems such as poor quality of care that impairs the development of many Israeli children, high costs of child care paid by parents, inaccessibility, and widening socio-economic disparities. In addition, these systemic failures are particularly damaging to mothers, and thus make a decisive contribution to the formation and perpetuation of the gender-based gap between males and females in terms of employment and wages.
Hence, there is a clear need for a profound perceptual change manifest as an "inverted pyramid". This refers to an emphasis on early childhood as the constitutive foundation that determines the future of the individual. The importance of building a base of fundamental skills is recognized as no less important than subsequent stages of education. A policy that focuses on early childhood can reduce the ever-increasing initial gaps, and make a meaningful contribution to the quest for equal opportunity, gender equality, and a balance between professional fulfillment and parenting and family needs.
