Entitlement or commodity? Tensions between universalism and marketisation in English early childhood education
Nathan Archer

@NathanArcher1
Introduction
Having worked in early childhood services since 1998, I have experienced, first hand, significant developments in early education policy. I now have the opportunity to reflect on a period of substantial change.  My professional experience within the voluntary, public and private sectors at national, local and service levels has informed my reflections on the tensions between a universal access policy and market delivery in early education.
Whilst this short paper does not afford the opportunity to trace the origins of England’s early education policy, I acknowledge the rich tradition of early childhood pedagogy and associated campaigning for universality of provision in England over many decades. 
I will consider two elements of these policies which I believe are fundamental to our understanding and interpreting of this evolution.  Firstly, I will explore some of the language used in early education policy documents, and in particular how the lexicon is underpinned by certain values, assumptions and beliefs and what they reveal about current attitudes to early childhood services and children. Secondly, I will discuss the paradigm of the market in early childhood services today. In doing so I draw on a body of writing including Penn (2011) and Moss (2009a, 2009b). I also wish to draw on my history as a ‘provider’ of early education and my belief in the inherent tensions of a universal service in a regulated market. 
Terminology 
In reading, thinking and writing on this issue it has become apparent that the terminology used for early childhood education is diverse and often confusing. For the purpose of clarity I will refer to the ‘early years provision provided free of charge’ as defined in Department of Education document (2013a) as ‘early education’. This is provision defined as:
… offering 570 hours a year over no fewer than 38 weeks of the year for every child in their area from the relevant date [term after child’s third birthday] until the child reaches compulsory school age (the beginning of the term following their fifth birthday) (p.6). 
It is important to distinguish early education from other services available for children in the years prior to statutory school age, such as childcare. The historical division between early education and childcare is still in existence in England. However, the imminent introduction of a policy on ’30 hours of childcare’ (DfE 2015) further complicates this division. This will be discussed further.  
A very short and recent history 
In 2010, in  England, early education places were expanded to 15 hours per week for 38 weeks per year, and where providers chose to or were able to, offered more flexibly over three or four days per week. This furthered the aim of flexibility prompting questions by Department for Children Schools and Families (2010) over whether this made “the places work more effectively as childcare” (p.35). 
Since September 2013 all local authorities have also been charged with the delivery of free entitlement for the 20% most disadvantaged two-year-olds as detailed in Department for Children, Schools and Families (2009).  Whilst this increased in 2014 to include 40% of two-year-olds there would appear to be no plans for the incremental universalism of the offer for two-year-olds.  Thus, there currently coexists a complex picture of universal offer within a market for three-to-four-year-olds and a targeted, early intervention model within a marketised landscape for some two-year-olds. This picture is further complicated by the lexicon of the policy. An Internet search of local authority websites, interestingly yields a range of terms used to promote the free entitlement for two-year-olds including ‘early learning’, ‘early education’ and ‘childcare’. Indeed the Government itself still appears to be grappling with this language with the Department for Education webpage describing the offer as ‘early learning’ (Department for Education 2013b) and a national government website promoting the same offer as ‘childcare’. (HM Government 2013). This complication is exacerbated with the implementation of the Conservative Government’s policy to ‘double free childcare’, which in reality encompasses 15 hours of universal entitlement to early education with 15 hours of childcare, eligible only to working parents who meet certain criteria.  
It is such language and associated concepts in early education that I wish to explore further.  
The lexicon of the market 

In exploring the language of the market place, I have been influenced by Nutbrown’s (1998) writing. In particular Nutbrown observes “the words used to describe work with and for young children indicate and influence practice and philosophy in early education” (p.16). 
Having considered some of the terminology used in aforementioned policy documents it is clear that wider philosophies and ideologies are reflected. I touched on the phrase ‘early years provision’ brought into law in 2006, and the way in which it seeks to redefine provision in an era of distinct and disparate early education and childcare delivery. The idea of a new and (possibly deliberately) confused terminology might be seen as an attempt to blur the lines between early education and childcare, thereby meeting a flexibility agenda which prioritises parental economic activity over early education.  
Alternatively, this issue might be seen simply as a failure to grasp the history, tradition and expectations of early education by Ministers and civil servants unwilling to grapple with the reconciliation of early education for children with childcare as an enabler for working parents. Nonetheless, it has been observed by Moss (2010) that there remains a gap between this rhetoric and the reality in terms of ‘split systems’ of different qualifications of workforce, funding, regulation and inspection.
Nutbrown (1998) also discusses an emerging ‘managerialist discourse’ in early years: 
In recent years, a language of battle, managerialism and competition has been composed for education, with terms such as 'orders', 'standards', 'levels', 'stages', 'targets', 'outcomes' and so on. (p.17).
This highlights an increasingly centralised, measurability ideology, and furthermore a culture of comparability and therefore competition. In turn, I feel that early education ‘providers’ find themselves in an era in which accountability is in the ascendant; an era characterised by expectations of increased performativity. As such, Dahlberg and Moss (2005) state:
Parents are constituted as private consumers. As such they are expected to demand information on the performance of institutions on a range of predetermined outcomes (p.44). 
This culture also has many implications for children and practitioners. In particular, for the latter, increased expectation of performativity from parents and regulators can result in ‘compliance anxiety’ Spencer and Dubiel (2013). 
Since Nutbrown’s writing (1998), it could be argued that the degree of managerialist language has been advanced and the pace accelerated. The early education sector now experiences child level formative assessment through progress tracking, explicit performance management processes and payment by results for teachers.  
Taking this premise further I would like to consider a more explicit lexicon of the market place of early education.  Nutbrown (1998) describes this, “In its report 'Counting to Five', the Audit Commission (1996) highlighted three words which it used to describe key factors in under fives provision - economy, efficiency, effectiveness.”  (p.10). Notably, this language does not engage with a children’s rights discourse and gives authority to the structures and technologies of service delivery and in particular places an emphasis on economic terms.  Indeed, I would argue an economic rhetoric has also become embedded in the vocabulary of early education settings who now talk of business health checks, free entitlement audits, sustainability grants, sibling discount and parent contracts. In many ways, the early years sector has unwittingly (or perhaps wittingly) adopted this language and therefore the paradigm of the market and thereby the features of the Audit Commission report; economy, efficiency and effectiveness. 
Structures in the marketplace 
In this section, I would like to further explore the concept of the early education market place. In particular I reflect on the tensions between provision of early education for all children through a universal policy and the implications of accepting the status quo of the market.
Moss (2009b) discusses how the market model of early childhood services has been relativised and he argues that this is “neither a natural nor an inevitable process” (p2). This is an example of how the language of the market used in policy documents not only informs and normalises the market paradigm, but shapes activity and relationships accordingly.  Indeed, the Department for Education (2013b) has made available to families a ‘Funded Early Education Choice Framework’ which explicitly details the choices parents have, coupled with directions to ask providers for a copy of their OfSTED report. The title of the framework document itself promotes the chooser/purchaser and provider model, validating and promoting the role of the market and actors roles in it. Parents can be viewed as empowered consumers and the supremacy of choice is promoted explicitly in Government communications.  
Pro-market arguments, include those of Wilkinson (2002) who advocates for the “systemic creation of an entrepreneurial culture” (p.66) in the sector; an argument which prioritises innovation over equity. In addition, Blackburn (2012) an economist, details the nursery market in terms of subdued “investment activity” (p.56), and “market consolidation” (p.58). Blackburn also appears to side step the moral debate of marketisation, instead focussing on the socio economic conditions of demand and supply and identifying scope for growth in a maturing market. 
Thus far, I have explored the market model within its existing paradigm, but it is important to pick up on Moss’s narrative of contestability (2009b).  I consider it important to question the normalcy with which the market is now described. Moss (2009b) writes:
One of the problems with the market model discourse is that it has sought ‘hegemonic globalisation’, what Santos (2004) refers to as “the successful globalisation of a particular local and culturally specific discourse to the point that it makes universal truth claims and ‘localises’ all rival discourses”. (p.2).
Moss’s writing is a timely reminder to step back and consider the way in which the market model has become tacitly accepted, with certain inevitability and insufficient challenge. Indeed, much writing by Moss (2009a, 2009b) and Penn (2007, 2009, 2011) is highly critical of a market economy of early years provision, both on economic and moral terms and the authors encourage the reader to reflect on the implications of accepting the status quo of the market model. 
Taking these pro- and anti-market views into account, I believe that Moss’s attempts to question the relativism of the market are important and worthy of greater consideration by the sector. Whilst critiquing the current situation and refuting the supremacy of the market, Moss (2009b) also suggests the idea of ‘envisaging utopias’ describing alternative models to marketisation. Accepting that a mixed market economy has grown, Moss goes on to propose a new approach, one which does not negate diversity, but gives prevalence to democratic practice, minimises profiteering, and provides a possible solution to Penn’s (2011) early education world of increasing corporatisation.  Moss’s paper (2009b) is critical of neoliberal dominance, and he is at pains to point out there are alternatives to the market. I agree that the current market is imbalanced and that policy makers may need to review the composition and balance of provision in the market place if we are to avoid a hypermarket chain model for the provision of services for our youngest children.
Conclusion 
This paper has sought to explore a number of inherent tensions of a universal entitlement delivered in a market place. It is important to trace the policies’ origins and ask the question, how did we get here?  As Naumann (2011) concisely observes ‘the policy developments in welfare states continue to be shaped by historical trajectories’ (p.14). This is also reflected in an article by Lloyd (2015) on ‘path dependence’ in policy development. 
Through this paper, I have sought to reflect on early education policy, and also consider the conditions in which diverse provision currently operates. I argue that these delivery structures within a market can be seen to shape the language used to describe early education and are thereby formative in shaping the relationships between parent, child and ‘provider’. Perhaps that is cause for further reflection…
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