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England has universal health care, job-protected and paid parental leave, child

allowances, and universal preschiool for 4-year-olds. Reform initiatives aim to
decrease child poverty, increase opportunity, address social exclusion, and improve
heaith. As a living laboratory for such reforms, England has much to teach the U.S.

BY SALLY LUBECK

MAGINE a young mother in an cconomi-
cally depressed area in the Midlands as she
enters the Pen Green Early Excellence Cen-
ter for the first time. The center is one of 100
that are being recognized by the government
as “beacons of good practice” in the provision
of health, education, and sacial services.) The
former head of center and current research
director, Margy Whalley, describes how this moth-
er and her infant could become involved:

She might start 10 wse the baby clinie, which }ig)
run very informally with big cushions, sagbags, easy
chairs, and toys for rhe children, Volunteers fare) on
hand to mzke coffee, health visitors fare gvailable]
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to offer counseling and support; and digial scales
{are] provided so that parents [can] weigh their own
bahies, She might then meer some other parents and
decide o join an Open University study group dur-
ing the day: or she might work with the pack on
“Living with Rubies and Toddlers™ in the evening.
She might lreer want company and differcar kinds
of play provision and jein a parenit and toddler ses-
sion cither run by rursery st and community serve
ice volunceers o¢ by nursery staffand parents. There,
in comfortable, rooray surroundings, very young
children get the chance 1w explore with clay, sund,
and paine more freety than would be possible at
heme. In this way, parents decide how they use the
cenver.”

As her child grows, the center offers other services:
a toy library run by parents, a parent-run home visit-
ing scheme, groups for divorced fathers, immuniza-
tions and checkups for adules and children, 2 day care
for children under three, and a nursery for children
between 3 and $ years of age. In this area of high un-



employment, where many parents did not experience
school success. fully 85% of mothers and up to 60%
of tathers have participated in child study groups. Worle-
ing with other parents and staff members, they analyze
daily logs and video clips {(with camcorders borrowed
from the center) to understand and support cheir chil-
dren’s learning,

Once the child envers primary school, she mightat-
tend the after-school and homework club that comes
to life when the day ends at the local primary schools
and school-age children pout into the center, some lug-
ging rubas and ctumpets for band practice. She might
see sentor citizens in the computer lab, learning how
10 use e-mail. Her mother could take a crafis class or
¢lasses in adult basic education, or she could pursue a
university degree on site, The list goes an. Pen Green
is a work in progress, animated by long-standing of-
forts to work with rather than for parents and to base
services on what peeple need and wane. The staft mem-
bers have adopted a public statement that links the up
close and personal with broader social goals: “What o
good and wise parent desires for his or her own chil-
dren, a nation must desire for all ies children.™

Pen Green is an example of coordinared service de-
livery tailored to the needs of local communities. Yet
the Early Excellence Centers Pilot Program is but one
facet of 2 new, broad-based social agenda. Public funds
are being used to support a number of initiatives aimed
at improving children’s life chances, encouraging em-
ployment, and combating social exclusion. Since
1997, England has been engaged in reform of “the car-
ly years.”

Until quite recently, however, English and Ameri-
can approaches to early childhood education and care
(ECEC) were seen as more similar than different, In
an carlier effort o make sense of cross-national dif-
ferences, a ream of researchers suggested four models
ot child-care policy, models chey labeled Latin-Euro-
pean, Seandinavian, Secialist, and Anglo-Saxon.® Since
this framework was developed, global and local changes
have affected ECEC in all the countries studied. Stifl,
the distincrions remain instructive. In che firse chree
models, a central authority played a strong role in fund-
ing, coordinating, and regularing services, The Anglo-
Saxon model, by conrrast, was described a¢ “a highly de-
centralized, fragmented collection of child-care arrange-
ments, most involving litde coordination with other
social services affecting children or families.” Indeed,
in the recent study of ECEC policy and provision in
12 nations, sponsored by the Organisation for Eco-

nomic Co-operation and Development {OECD), the
authors of the “country note” on the U.S. wrote thar
there was “no ‘system’” of early education and care in
che Unired States,

England has now veered away from this approach,
moving roward universal par-time preschool educa-
tion for all 3- and 4-year-olds and developing a com-
prehensive, bur seill separate, strategy for the expan-
ston and improverent of child care for children from
birth through age 14, This article is based on work
done in conjunceion with the QECDYs recenr “The-
matic Review of Early Childhood Education and Carc
Policy.” It explores English ECEC reforms by sur-
veying current torms of provision, describing recent
reform initiatives, and considering the implications
these policies might have for the United Stares.

ECEC PROVISION IN ENGLAND

Nort all nations make a distinction between care and
education, and early childhood professionals contin-
ue to point our that children. regardless of age, need
boch, For nations that have made a long-standing dis-
tinction berween them, however, there are three over-
riding policy questions: How will children from birch
to age 3 be cared for while their parents work? How
will young children be served prior to entry into for-
mal schooling? And how will schuol-age children of
working parents be cared for before and afrer school?

In England, a5 in the United Scates, 2 hodge-podge
of services has evolved over time to meet the diverse
needs of working and nonworking parents and thei
children. Carvently, chere are ac least 25 difterent types
of group-bused and home-based service, variously spon-
sored by local education auchorities (LEAs), local so-
cial services, the voluntary sector, the private sector,
and LEAs and social services departments working to-
gether. The Bricish “system,” like that in the U.S,, has
been characterized as diverse and unequal. Since the
Labour Government came into power in 1997, how-
ever, it has raken srrides to integrare services through
what it calls “joined vup” thinking. This involves ef-
torts to integrare education and care, as well as educa-
tion, healeh, adult training, and family support ar na-
tional and local levels.

FROM BIRTHTO AGE 3

Parents are primarily responsible for financing child
care for very young children — with a few imporant
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exceptions. First, since 1943, all children (up to age
16 and to age 18 for children with special needs) have
been entitled to monthly child altowances, and the cur-
rent Labour Government has increased these allow-
ances, with the intention of improving support for all
families that have young children. Sccond. everyone,
including children, is guaranteed health care under the
national health insurance system. Finally, paid parental
leave has been available to most working parents upon
the birth of a child.

Recent policy initiatives aim to provide additional
assistance. 1n 1999 paid, job-protected maternity leave
was increased from 14 to 18 weeks, with the possibili-
ty of extending it to a toral of 40 weeles, ard parernity
leave was adopted for the first time. A parent now
qualifies for these benefis after one year of full-time
employment rather than two. Mothers receive 90% of
their salaries for the first six weeks and a flat rare for
an additional 12 weeks, Parents are also entided wo 13
weeks of unpaid leave, with job guarantecs, from the
rime the child is born until age 5. These pelicxcs 5=
sendally bring the United Kingdom (U.K)) in line
with the minimal standards on maternity/ paternity
and parental leave set by the European Union. Today,
more than two-thirds of employed mothers return to
work after marernity leave, representing a 50% in-
crease since 19872

The provision of affordable, high-qualicy child care
is a current and prominenc concern of the Labour
Guvernment, As the OECD background report on
che UK. stares, “Current provision of education and
care for che under 3s in the UK. is uneven, of mixed
quality, and in short supply.™ A 1997 report estimat-
ed thar 93% of the cost of child care in England was
incurred by parents,” and child-care costs in the UK.
are among the highest in Europe,

A new Childeare Tax Credit is expecied to provide
sorme tax relief ro Jow-income working parents of young
children, although it is dependent on the cooperation
of employers. To qualify, a parent with children aged
010 [4 must work 16 hours per week or more. Children
0 to 8 must be in registered care, and those 8 w 14 (up
ta 16 wich special needs) must be in approved care.
The maximum armount of the credic is £70 (roughly
$105) per week for one child and £103 (roughly $158)
per week for two or more children.”

In general, children’s parricipation in che ECEC
systern increases with age, with children of different
ages in different types of care settings. A 1999 study
of parents’ ust of services reported a trajectory com-

218 PHI DELTA KAPPAN

mon at the time."* Children younger than 3 tended
be carett for in the private secror or by childminders,
3-year-olds artended preschool/playgroup, younger 4-
year-olds artended a state-funded nursery class, and
older 4-year-olds attended a primary school receprion
class, Compulmry schooling l)q,ms av age 5, when
most children atend state prlm.uv or infant school
classes, As this litany of options suggests, the British
system is both complicared and in flux, and George
Bernard Shaw's claim — thar the U.S. and the UK.
are two greae nations separated by a common language
— is all 100 apparent.

fu should be nored that children from low-income
tamilies would probably attend a communiry nursery,
usually belonging ro the nonprofic voluntary sector
and operating with some supporrt from a local educa-
ton authority. Because such a variety of forms had
evolved over rime, at least one scholar suggested that
the entire system be jettisoned and rthe Scandinavian
approach be adopted.” Rather than actempr such a
radical cransformation, however, reforms were “bolted
onto the long-standing system,”"

Local educarion authorides and social services de-
parrments sponsor combined centers thar provide both
care and education, and many nursery schools have
now added separately run child-care facilicies. The gov-
crnmene has identified Early Excellence Centers, such
as Pen Green, described above. By 1999, 29 cenrers had
been designated, and a rotal of 100 are to be identified
over time, The centers are intended o serve as dermon-
stration sites for the developmenr and dissemination
of different approaches to integrated service provision.™

FROMAGE 3TO AGE 5

Recent reforms have altered the picture of provi-
sion for children aged 3 ro 5. Since 1998, a free, part-
time place has been guaranteed to all 4-year-olds, and
at least ewo-thirds of 3-year-olds are expected to have
a free place by 2002. Consequently, in arcas where
they are in competition with publicily funded schools,
volunrary secrar preschools and playgroups ate on the
wane, Increasingly, young 4-year-olds are in stare-f-
nanced placements for 2 hours a day, while children
from 4 to §-plus are in a reception class in a srate-
funded school for 6% hours a day during the year pri-
or to compulsory schooling.

The reception classes have essentially become the
new entry point into state-funded education, and this
has raised coneern among carly childhood profession-
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IN THE U K HAVE DOUBLED THOSE IN THE LOWEST

als who fear that children will be expected to perform
academic tasks at too youug an age. As we shall see,
these concerns might, indeed, be wartanted. In the 19th
and carly 20th centuries, children as young as 2 years
of age were adinirted to state primary schools when
their mothers had 1o work. Photographs from the peri-
od depict large groups of very small children sitiing
passively on stiff wooden benches. The nursery schaol
movement, tor which England is rightly famous, was
an efforc to provide a type of experience that seemed
more appropriate for very young children. Yer as very
young children again return 1o school, an emphasis
on readiness skills for later schooling is already in evi-
dence. Admission to formal compulsory schooling oc-
curs ar age 5 in England, Scotdand, and Wales and at
age 4 in Northern Treland. These are the eatliesr schoo)
s'tamng ages in Europe.

As in the ULS., care arrangements for school-age
children have been in short supply and are sometimes
beyond parents’ ability to pay. Children may go to the
home of a refative, neighbor, or childminder, or they
may return te an empty house or apartiment. A star-
ed purpose of the National Childcare Srrategy, how-
ever, is to provide every community that needs iv with
our-of-school child care for children from birth to age
14, Ia England, before- and aficr-school clubs provide
extended care for preschoolers and school-age children
whose parents are employed. These clubs bave bene-
fitedd from start-up funding, but they are intended o
become self-sustaining through fees. There is concern.
however, thar clubs located in poor areas are unlikely
to survive withour subsidies,

ECEC POLICY REFORMS IN THE LLK.

The reform of the “carly years” syseem in the UK.
is ane part of a general strategy to effect broad-based
social change by encouraging employment, combat-
ing social exclusion, and decreasing poverry. The ma-
jor growth in the tabor force is assuraed to be the re-
sult of increasing female employment, but the UK.

has the second-highest rare of pare-time female em-
ployment (after the Nethetlands) in the European Union.
Western nations generally have seen nuclear families
become less stable, but che UK. currendly has the high-
est percentage (20%) of single-parent families in Eu-
rope, and the majorivy of single parents {6(%) were
unemployed in 1999, This group includes a growing
number of wenage parents wha are unable ro continue
their educadon,

In 1998 the Treasury Inquiry reporred thar nearly
one our of three children (4.3 million} was living in
poverty {defined as a family income less than half the
national median). In 1968 the propertion was one
child in 10."" While incames in the highest econom-
i quarcile in the UK. have doubled, dhose in the Jow-
est have risen only 15%, and children are dispropor-
tionately represenced in the lowest quartiles. These
patterns of increasing economic disparity are mirrored
in the U.8.% The Labour Government has pledged to
cut poverty rates in halfin the nexr decade and to elim-
inate child poverty by the year 2020.

The Sure Start Program is aimed at “helping to break
the intergenerational eycle of poor children’s under-
achievement and poverty of aspiration.”" ks core ser-
vices include outreach and home visits, support for
familics and parents, support for good-quality play,
learning experiences and child care for children, pri-
mary and community health care, and support for
children and parents wich special needs.

Education Action Zones and Health Action Zones
have also been funded. An Education Action Zone is
composed of approximarely 20 primary, secondary,
and special schools in a local arez organized by an “Ac-
tion Forum,” which consists of businesses, parents,
schools, early years providers, the LEA, churches, col-
leges, and other community organizacuns and agen-
cies. Each Action Forum submits a threc-year accion
plan that includes goals, objectives, and strategies for
raising educarional standards in the ares. A zone is el-
igible for funding of up ro one million pounds a year,
theee-fourths of which will come from the nadonal
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government. The funding provides opportuniries for
local coalitions 1o address problems in dheir communi-
ties in innovative ways. For example, an Action Forum
may develop a reward scheme 1o artract skilled teach-
ers, of it may decide to vary the narional curriculum,
support distance learning, or lengthen the school day
Or year.

Health Action Zoncs are being established ro sup-
plemenr health provision within local autherities. The
purpose is to address more disectly such health issucs
as lead poisoning, asthma, and teenage pregnancy. A
zone may work in conjuncion with Sure Start or an
Early Excellence Center,

tFthe expansion and improvement of child care and
early education services is a key feature of the Labour
Government's efforts o address broader social issues,
how is the government attempting to transform a
fragmented and unequal system into one that is more
coherent and equitable? The answer is complex, but
the approach can be sketched here in rerms of policy
priorities highlighted by the OBCD: system coordi-
nation, funding, curriculum and assessment, and staff-
ing.

System coordination. A key distinction berween the
governments of the UK. and the U.S. is chat the UK.
is growing increasingly centralized, while the US. s
decentsalized — so much so, in fact, chat Robin Alex-
ander recently referred to the laaer as che land of
“83,000 governments.™

The process of centralizing has been gradual, bur
the 1988 Education Act established a national cur-
riculum and national assessmenus, including a "base-
line assessment” when children enter primary schoal,
"The narional government, LEAs, and schools still share
administrative and fiscal responsibilicy, but a consid-
erable share of funding now goes directly to schools,
thereby decreasing the power of the LEAs.” The pre-
vious Tory Government had largely supported a neo-
liberal agenda based on a modified free-market ap-
preach to the expansion of services. Prompted by con-
cerns that the early years system was diverse and frag-
mented, the current Labour Government has spear-
headed reforms to extend and enhance service deliv-
ery. There had been a long-standing diviston between
care and education in the LK. In 1999 the Labour
CGovernment united them within the Department for
Education and Employment {now the Deparument
tor Education and Skills). Since char cime, the inspec-
tion of early years services has also been conselidared
within the Office for Standards in Education (QOFSTED).
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In 1998 the Labour Gevernment launched a Na-
tional Childeare Surategy, with plans «w invest £8 bil-
lion o expand and improve child-care services for
children from birth to age 3 and out-of-school provi-
sion for children under age 14 (age 16 for those with
special needs).* The National Childcare Strategy is in-
tended o bea comprehensive, market-based approach
to service delivery, including plans for expansion,
funding, and improvement of child care.

Margaret Hodge, the former depury minister of the
Department for Education and Employment, explained
the two-pronged approach. Central government was
to establish priorities and standards, while a “bottom-
up mechanism was devised for the planning and de-
livery of services. Places for up to a million children
are to be created by 2004, primarily by galvanizing ex-
pansion in the private marker.® There were no large
private chains in the UK. in 1997. Today. there arc
20, and more are on the way. Because of the high rate
of part-time marternal employment, each child-care
place will be used by three children. The Labour Gov-
ernment has also instituted 2 minimum wage and
adopred a Childeare Tax Credit as part of the National
Childcare Strategy. These reforms are intended both
to raise the wages of the lowest-paid child-care work-
ers and to refund some child-care expenses. Childcare
Information Services (CIS) have been established la-
cally 1o help parents find ¢hild care, [n addition, efforts
are under way to improve the existing system through
the development of an integrated training scheme and
uniform regulatory pracrices. The clear intent of this
national strategy is to address issues of qualiry, afford-
abilicy, and access.” However, families still have the
primary responsibiliry for funding child care for chil-
dren from birth to age 14, while part-time pravision
for children 3 and 4 years of age will be state funded
and universally available.

The Early Years Development and Childcare Part-
nerships (EYDCP) now funcrion in local areas as the
primary mechanism by which che provision of uni-
versal education for 3- and 4-year-olds and the Na-
tional Childcare Strategy are being realized. Ideully,
these partnerships consist of represenratives from the
public, private, and voluntary secrors; from local ed-
ucation, health, and social services; from employers,
trainers, single-parent advisors, and parenes, Members
of the partnership serve on a volunreer basis. Their
role is to assess the current provision of care and edu-
cation in the Jocal area and ro develop plans for furure
expansion. Working in cooperation with irs partner



LEA, each local EYDCP does an audit and draws up
an annual plan thar takes into account the plans and
reviews previously developed by the local authoricies.
The EYDCP plans ase then linked ro national targers
for the provision of early education places for 3- and
4-year-olds and are required to address the need for
expansion and improvement of child care in their
arci,

Funding. The primary funding sources for public
schools in the U.S. are state and local taxes, with the
federal government playing a relatively minor role
rhrough Title 1. Federal tunding for early care and ed-
ucation is rargeted and programmaric, and, with the
exception of Head Starr, most federal funds are passed
to the states. In Britain, school funding is centralized,
and thus major refoerm has been possible because the
Labour Government, bolstered by a healthy economy,
has increased the allocation of funds to schools and w
the early years. In 1999, for example, £40 million in
new funds was allocated w create free, parc-time places
for 3-year-olds.

Curricultom and assessment. Eaxly learning goals for
children and guidance far teachers have been writeen
to provide a curriculumn framework for early vears
practice in the UK., and a framework has also heen
developed for a padonal training and qualifications
system.” These efforts have been strongly shaped by
the broader curricutum reform movement in England.
Alexander is concerned thar the drift toward central-
ization Is responsible for narrowing the curriculum
and de-skilling teachers.®

The early years are now being aligned with primary
schooling, notonly through inspeciions conducted by
OFSTED but alse through curricular and training
initiatives. The early [earning goals establish expecea-
tions for children o reach by age 5 to 5~plus. The goals
are subdivided into six areas: 1) personal, social, and
emotional development; 2) communication, language,
and literacy; 3) mathematical development; 4) knowl-
edge and understanding of the world; 5) ph\mml de-
velopment; and 6} creative development. Play is stil)
described as quite important. However, some of the
literacy and numeracy goals are so ambitious that it is
feared thar efforts to achieve them will override all ocher
concerns. Regarding literacy, for example, it is expect-
ed thar most S-year-olds will be able to:

» hear and say inicial and final sounds in words and
short vowel sounds within words;

* link sounds to fecters, naming and sounding the
letters of the alphabet;

» read a range of famuliar and common words and
simple sentences independentty;

* write their own names and other things such as
labels and captions and begin to form simple sentences
sometimes using punctuation; and

= use their phonies knowledge o write simple reg-
ular words and make phonetically plausible atrempts
at more complex words.””

When the goals were drafted, early years profes-
sionals were successful in stressing the importance of
play and in gerring the language changed from “early
learning outcomes” 1o “goals.” However, there has
been concern in the field that the inclusion of goals
such as these will shift early education practice toward
direct instruction and rote Jearning. A “baseline as-
sessment” is given to all children ar the end of the

“Foundarions Stage” (at age 5 to S-plus), prior to ¢n-
try into the first year of compulsory schooling. At the
time of this writing, it is sull unclear whar effects these
iniciatives will have.

Staffing. The Labour Government has expressed irs
intention to create “a tearning society,” in which peo-
ple, regardless of status or qualifications, will be able
to learn chroughout their lives, Learning opportuni-
ties are beginning to be supported through distance
learning, flexible modes of study, madular courses,
work-based study, and sccess to funding. A training
and qualificarion system in the field of early educa-
tion and care is parc of this broader iniviative. The Ear-
ly Years National Training Organisation (EYNTO) was
constituted in November 1998 as one of 75 NTOs ser
up to improve the knowledge and skills of workers in
each sector. The EYNTO indudes evervone except teach-
ers working in the early veacs field. It is collaborating
with the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority to
develop a “climbing frame” thar will link care and ed-
ucation rraining schemes nationally. 1he Labour Gov-
ernment has also increased funding for training child-
care workers,

At a time when the eacly years system is undergo-
ing rapid expansion, the success of the overall stzate-
gy hinges on a qualified and committed work force,
However, since the majority of child care is still pro-
vided in the markerplace by private for-profir encer-
prises, wages are low, and working conditions are of-
ten poor As in the U.S., an estimated 30% of the staff
working in UK. nurseries leave their jobs each year.™
Although the clear ineent is to consolidate care and
education, seatfing continues o be bifurcared accord-
ing to these categories. Training, staff/child ratios, 2nd
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howrly pay rates ditter across the educarion/care di-
vide.” A “qualified teacher” has 2 three-yeur degree and
a ane-year postgraduare certiicate of cducation or a
fow-year degree. However, only abour 20% of the early
vears work {orce has acquired “graduate-level” quali-
fication (equivalent co a bachelor’s degree tn the U.S.).
A "nursery nurse” or qualilied classroom assistant has
two years of post-16 specialist training. There are no
training requirements for childminders, nannics, and
au pairs, with the excepdon of five 10 15 hours of tain-
ing now required of childminders in some Jocal au-
thorities. Fully half of the seafl in nurserics, playgroups,
afrer-school clubs, breaktast clubs, and holiday play
schemes have no training, and classroom assistants in
reception classes have not eeceived specific training to
wotk with young children. As these examples suggest,
the scope and complexity of the issucs chat will need
te be addressed are cruly daunrting, yet reform initia-
tives are proceeding rapidly. Margaret Hodge catled
the early years workers the second-fastest-growing sec-
tor in the labor force; perhaps as many as 250,000 ad-
ditional people will be needed in the UK., it the ex-
pansion and improvement initatives are o be achicved.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES

Since 1997 the Labour Government has launched
a number of initiatives to reform carly education and
care in Britain. Yer education is not simply a matter
of doing semething cHiciendy or showing resuls. Te
also involves speculation abouc the reasons for mak-
ing choices and raking action. When surveving the
policies and programs of vther nadons, therefore, it
seems appropriate (o reflect on the goals and purpases
they serve.

Several academices have applied to education an an-
alytic Jramework developed by Jiirgen Habermas, and
the categories he suggests can usefully be applied 10
pelicy making.“ Technival policy making is ourcome
oriented, asking how goals will be achieved without
reflecting o the goals themselves. Practical policy
making questions goals and tries 1o formulate appio-
priare goals and the neans ro achieve them, Finally,
eritival policy making questions means and goals for
theit capacity 1o create or sustain a just and equitable
sociery. These cacegories are useful whwen considering
ECFC polictes in the United Stanes as well as policies
tormulated by other couniries,

Technical policy making, Within the U.S. and the
UK., women and minorities are expected o repre-
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sent the major growth in the labor force. In addition,
globalization is affecting the organization and nature
of work, and future workers will need w be more high-
ly educated than ever before.! As a conseguence of
these and other changes, there have been excensive ef-
fors o reforme schools in borh countries, and these
reforms are now being extended to early childheod
education, in the hope of improving the achievement
levels of all childeen, but especially those whou have
heen traditionally disadvantaged.

Policy initiatives have zimed ro establish clear edu-
catton goals, to keep rrack of progress roward those
goals, and ro devise means ro assess school/program
guality and child ourcomes. Teachers are expected to
devise explicit reaching objectives, to mrack students’
progress, and o be accountable for children’s learn-
ing. Although different means have been used o et-
fect change in the UL.S. and the UK, some of the
ECEC relorm initiatives are sirikingly similar, In Eng-
land, for example, early learning gouls and guidance
for eachers have established a curriculum framework
for wark with young children. 1a dhe U.S., the Na-
tional Assoctation for the Educarion of Young Chil-
dren has written guidelines tor teachers and standards
for cuzriculum and, in concert with other profession-
al associations, has supported the explicit reaching of
literacy and numeracy,

Assessing program performmanee and child outcomes
has also become an important part of the discourse in
both nations. In England, a baseline assessment is now
given before enery into compulsory schooling {at age
5 to 3-plus): in the United States, standardized assess-
ment will commence at age 8.

Finally, in both countries there are effonts wo retorm
teacher cducarion and to creare career trajectories
within the field. These initiatives aim 1o ensure that
all children will be taughi effeciively and thus be able
o asstime a place in the future work force.

Practival policy making. in practical policy making,
a feedback loop brings goals themsebves under serutiny.
The primary goals of U.S. reform iniuartives, includ-
ing the emerging reform of ecarly childhood education,
are (o raise the wkill levels of young children and ro in-
crease teacher competency so that this can be achieved.
Bodh the U.S, and the UK. have a minimum wage and
child-care tax credics. and the U.S. provides argered
tunds ro low-income tamilies — for example. in the form
of block grants to states and Head Sware. However, in
rerrirs of child and tamily policy, the British govern-
ment has idendfied a considerably broader range of
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goals and committed substantial resources to effect so-
clal change. Through the combined effects of Labour
Government initiatives and directives of the Furopean
Union (EU), the UK, now supports policies that have
ver 1o gain a foothold in the United Stares, These inchude
universal health care, job-prowecred and paid parental
leave, leave to care for a sick child. child allowances, and
universal preschool. Recent retorms such as the Na-
tional Childeare Strategy, Early Bxcellence Centers
Program, and others also invite and challenge us 1o
think beyond the varrow goals relared w educadon
reforni.

In October 1999 the UK. government published
its first report on poverty. The report identified furure
policy milestones and indicators of success in die eradi-
catton of child poverry.” The Early Excellence Ceners
Program, the Sure Searr program, and the Educadion
and Health Action Zones are inrended to serve as key
mechanisms for dccreaﬁing child poverty, increasing
upportumues addressing social exclusion, and improv-
ing health. Pen Green, described ar che beginning of
this article, is a stunning example of how children and
parents who experience econormic disadvantage cau gain
aceess to education, health, and svcial services and be-
come incegrated into the community. Additionally, the
Sure Start program has set clear tugets for communities
to achicve in specific time periods. As one indication of
improved health, there is to be a 5% reduction in low-
hirthweight babies in cach Sure Start area by 200102
Similarly, 1o meet the objective of improving the abili-
ty to learn, at Jeast 90% of children are expected o
have normal speech and language development ac 18
months and 3 years. Local programs have the flexi-
bility co determine how to meet these objectives.

Farly care and educazion policy roday is perhaps one
thread in a more tundamental reweaving of Anglo-
American refations, as the UK. gradually adopts EU
direcrives and is more likely to side with other Furo-
pean nations on mulilareral initiatives such as he
Ryoto awords on climate control. Within the 1.5,

decisions to act in our own interest i seer reason-
able w many, vet bevond our borders people are as-
tonished and dismayed when the ULS, refuses to sup-
port international effores 1o ban land minc‘; or <on-
rol global warming. Indeed. only the U.8. and So-
malia have Failed to rarify rhe United Nations Con-
vention on the Righes of the Child.»

n addition w a rechnical approach o policy mak-
ing, the Blair government has adopred a discourse
prominent in Europe, one concerned with rates of
child poverty and issues of social exclusion and social
cohesion. [cis a way of talking thar gers tietle air time
on Capitod Hill or — with the exception of campaigns
by the Children’s Defense Fund and other advocacy
groups — in the American media. Yeu Sweden and oth-
er Nordic countries have pracrically eliminated child
poverty through taxes and tansfers.” As Sharon Kagan
and Lynda Hallmark (s issue) poist out, the way
we sucially construct our children has profound con-
sequences for how we serve them,

Cnnui:’pm'u) mutking. Ceitical policy making re-
guires discussion of means and goals and their conse-
quences for a democrarie society. b requires an edu-
cated citizenry that questions the moral basts for pol-
icy making, ideaditics unjust oy unegual praciices, de-
constructs rhetoric that diveres attention from deep-
scated inequitics, and searches fur aleernatives thac cre-
ate new possibilides for individual and social life, Amy
Guumann writes thar a democratic society depends on
democratic education, which demands chat every child
be given an education adequate ro participate u the
political process: “Take away the process {of demo-
cratic deliberation] and the educational institurions
that remain cannoc properly be called democratic.”™
In the LLS,, there is evidence char traditional forms of
pargcipation in socicty have been on the dedine since
the 1970s, sugpesting the importance of concerted of-
forts to invent new forms and ro educate children o
participate in dmlwrue and collective decision making
from a young ape.*
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Democracy demands epen debate of public poli-
cles, and, in the recent election debates in the UK.,
government policies came under challenge from the
Right and the Left. Conservatives asked, “Where has
all che money gone?” while others complained that the
goverament's expectation that poverty rates could be
cut withour redistribucive raxaton was unfounded.
Some argued that Sure Stare, che Early Excellence Cen-
ters. and the Education and Health Action Zones were
aimed at helping people o help themsetves and not
at fundamental questions of income inequality. And
the National Childeare Strategy was eriticized as shore-
term funding or lottery moncey intended to seimulate
the private marker to meet demands for child-care
places — not the substdized system that was needed.

The Blair Governmear has enacted a reform agenda
in an astonishingly briet period of time. and it has
done so largely through cearalized planning and lo-
cally administered funding. with government control
of curriculum. assessiment, reacher traning, and rep-
vlation, While some see ECEC reform inidiatives as
bringing greater coherence o a diversity of services,
others argue that England had reasonably good col-
fective intermediary mechanisms (local authorities,
communes}, which the government effectively down-
graded in order to create a more competitive, mar-
kerplace enviromment for education and other servie-
es. Alexander’s crivicism. for example, s that, in the
past, these tntermediary bodies were more effecrive
and democeratic forms of delivery and self-regulation.”
Thus, while the local Early Years Development and
Childeare Partnerships, Sure Stare, the Education and
Health Action Zones, and the Early Childhood Re-
search Forum would seem ro offer new possibilities
for citizen participation, it remains ro be seen il chey
will have a strong voice in the policy process,

Since devolution, Scotland has exercised consider-
able autonomy in interpreting ECEC reforms. For ex-
ample, Seottand has no recepeion classes. While Fng-
Yand has a single regudatory body for care and educa-
tion, Scotdand does not. Insread of early leaining goals
or a statutory curriculum, there is a ser of guidelines
for preschool and higher grades. The preschool cur-
ricidum framework emphasizes learning chrough play,
and Scotland has no baseline assessmene. A self-cval-
uation guide based on performance indicators has been
under development. Finally, the Scottish Fxecutive (the
new Scotrish parllament) opted not to establish an
Early Excellence Centers Program on the ground thae
calling arrention o the best centers would be divisive
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and discouraging 1o acher centers. Insiead, an Early
Years Best Practice Initiative supports a Sheare newsler-
ter. nacional conferences, and local seminars thac en-
able cenrers to share approaches.

As these examples suggest, there is no one right way
o work toward a mare just and equitable society, bt
it seems crucial that reforms be open to debace in 2
broad range of public forums and that ECEC reforms
not focus so narrowly on skillsand outcomes thar dem-
ocratic education and institucions are undermined in
the process. England has undertaken a quite visible re-
torm agewda, while the reform of ECEC in the U.S.
has begun more slowly, using the policy levers rhat are
available, This means that reforms are being uader-
taken through the work of professional associations
and government-sponsored commissions in support
of weacher education reform, more challenging cur-
riculum. and explicit teaching of foundational skills.™
It is important that these cfforts be given serious con-
sideration. bur it is equally important thar chey ex-
press a broad concern with children’s well-being and
that they be open ro democratic deliberation. The
U.K. experiments are a living laboratory for ECEC re-
form. As such, they have much o teach us.
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