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Helen Penn Response to Kathy Sylva
Kathy has presented us with an impressive account of the development of sophisticated research instruments ECERS-E and ECERS-R designed to measure quality in pre-school settings. She has given us examples of how these instruments have been used to for a series of extremely fine-grained investigations with large samples of children and carefully controlled samples of preschool settings. We have learnt about the unevenness of the quality of provision and the variation in children’s opportunities for learning.

It is an important principle for this Government that it bases policy on empirical evidence of the kind Kathy and her colleagues have provided. But fortunately or unfortunately, the scope of empirical research is of a different order from policy making. The most rigorous research investigates a specific research question and confines itself to confirming or rejecting its propositions. What it cannot do is to address wider issues of policy; that is how to balance out budgetary constraints, public opinion and the myriad of other considerations politicians must take into account. Policy making, unlike research, is generally recognized as a muddled, instinctive and definitely non-linear activity, despite claims to be evidence based. Or rather a good evidence base might improve the policy-making process, but it cannot be substituted for it.
This leaves early childhood practitioners and researchers in an uncomfortable position, because we are looking at an unsatisfactory – and certainly very expensive – system of early education and care. If I can use a slightly far-fetched analogy, it is as if most of the research has been done on the Virgin cross-country route from Penzance to Birmingham. We now know all about the quality of the service, the childcare equivalent of the competency of the ticket-collectors, the comfort of the passengers, the standard of the tea provided, the average journey time, the lateness record, the uptake of the service and even which stations have bicycle parking. But what we really need to know about is the bigger picture, if the high-speed TGV system can be adapted to the UK to provide a carbon-friendly and efficient public transport system.  UK early education and care is like a 30 year old train moving at a snail’s pace between small towns on a line with signalling problems. Do we really need to know the minute details about the quality of an outdated service, because by investigating it in this degree of detail we are assuming that there is value in its continuance and relatively slight adjustments will bring about substantial improvement? 
This was brought home to me very vividly last week at an EU conference on childcare and the labour market, held in Prague. I was speaking on a platform with French, Finnish and Hungarian colleagues who described their comprehensive, universal, financially accessible systems. These systems of early education and care were dovetailed with maternity, paternity and parental leave arrangements and flexible working. The uptake of these systems was high, more than 95% for children over three, and they were either free or minimal cost to parents.  Then I had to try and explain about “childcare market management’ to the more or less complete incomprehension of the European audience. 

So on one level it is important to describe the microcosm of a nursery, and it is important to have sophisticated research instruments with which to do so. I am full of admiration for Kathy’s research, and I do not have a quarrel with it on grounds of technique. Measuring quality is as Kathy said, a messy business, and by focusing in depth on a few key indicators, we are building up a picture of which settings are good and which are bad. But how do we marry the results that have emerged from the studies in which she has been involved with the findings say of the OECD or UNICEF, which rate us poorly for our commitment to children and families and the quality of the services we offer to them?  Kathy’s research is not able to give us explanations of this disjuncture. It does not tell us anything about the major concerns of the OECD, UNICEF and the EU about how to reconcile work and family life, and what kind of arrangements for children could best meet those objectives, the very questions that the UK Government is also trying to answer. It tells us only what is going on within a given setting at a given time from the point of view of the child’s cognitive development and what the long-term outcomes for children may be  – not at all a bad aim but a limited one. 
Kathy also suggested that the rating scales are intended for use by practitioners as a tool to improve their practice. But if the practitioners themselves are operating as they do on the equivalent of a run-down branch line, then is the huge effort they need to make to measure and calibrate quality really justified? It is one thing to commission research to illustrate particular aspects of the system, although this is always difficult to do longitudinally, when the system itself changes over time. But it is yet another leap to suppose that the research instruments that have been developed can be used by practitioners to improve quality in situations in which they have little or no control. Quality, as the OECD pointed out, operates at a variety of levels from the systemic to the everyday coalface. These aspects of quality are interdependent; one rarely comes without the other. But Kathy’s research seems to imply that quality can be disaggregated, and that the different aspects of the system can be considered separately and independently of one another. As I have tried to argue, that is a problematic assumption. 
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