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OCCASIONAL PAPER 10:  ‘Collaborative quality improvement’ – a way forward for England’s maintained nursery schools?

Julian Grenier, Leader: Teaching School Alliance (the East London Partnership).  

Introduction

Lately there has been much discussion about possible futures for England’s maintained nursery schools (for example, Merrick, 2015; Ward, 2016; Weale, 2017; Dixon, 2017). This paper explores one possible future for nursery schools: as the leaders of quality improvement for the whole of the early years sector in England. The paper will argue that a cultural and historically-based understanding of the fragmented early years sector is needed, and that peer learning and professional development require funding at every level if the ‘collaborative quality improvement’ model (DfE, 2017: 35) is to be successful. Maintained nursery schools will also need continued protection if they are to adapt to this new role.

The decline of England’s Maintained Nursery Schools
At the time of writing, there are just 401 nursery schools left in England according to EduBase, the Department for Education’s online database. EbuBase lists 205 nursery school closures, supporting the claim made by Merrick (2015:2) that ‘a third of maintained nursery schools in England have closed since 1980’.  During roughly the same period (1980 to 2015), the population of the United Kingdom rose by 7.8 million (Office for National Statistics, 2015a). The number of three- and four-year-old children accessing early years education and care in England has also been rising steadily in recent years. In other words, it can reasonably be argued that the decline of maintained nursery schools in England is not the result of a fall in demand. Nor is it part of an overall decline in early years provision. The British Association of Early Childhood Education (Merrick, 2015: 5) argues that nursery schools are closing because of changes in national and local policy around funding: ‘as local authority budgets come under pressure, nursery schools’ funding is being eroded’.
The founding of an All Party Parliamentary Group (AAPG) on Nursery Schools and Nursery Classes in 2015 represented an intensification of the efforts of nursery schools and their supporters to lobby politicians and government. The APPG arguably achieved a significant success when the previous government stated that ‘we remain committed to consulting in regard to the future role of maintained nursery schools and how best to secure their high quality provision for the longer term’ (DfE, 2016: 8). It is, however, noteworthy that the substance of this undertaking is no more than a further round of consultation: there is no assurance of future funding. In addition, the DfE (2017: 35) has proposed a possible future role for nursery schools, as ‘early years teaching schools whose role is to actively spread good practice and support continuous improvement amongst early years providers’.
It could, therefore, be argued that nursery schools find themselves at the boundaries of conflicting policy discourses. Are nursery schools simply participants in a marketplace of competing early years providers, or should all maintained schools (including nursery schools) be funded as part of civic society by local and national government where demand exists? Should the role of 
supporting and improving quality in the early years be the duty of the local authority, or should maintained nursery schools be funded to develop a more diverse and localised system of quality improvement as local authority resources shrivel away? 
In the next sections of this paper, I will be discussing the concept of the ‘Teaching School’ and critically analysing some of the original documents which promote the idea of the school-led ‘self-improving system’ (Hargreaves, 2010; Gilbert, 2012). Such a system raises important questions about professionalism and expertise in education (Ball, 2003; Sachs, 2003; Ball, 2017). I will also be considering Ball’s more recent critical analysis of ‘the state in crisis’ (2017: 38), and whether this is relevant to the recent trend of declining local authority involvement in supporting quality in the early years in England. Is the concept of the Teaching School and the self-improving system an example of the neo-liberal argument which Ball (2017) finds problematic, that in a more diverse and marketised system, ‘bureaucracy is displaced, innovation and creativity are ‘released’’ (Ball, 2017: 38)? 

The paper concludes by considering these questions and complexities with reference to a recent evaluation of the work of a Teaching School with a range of early years practitioners (Ang and Ince, 2017). It will be suggested that collaborative quality improvement in the early years, with leadership from maintained nursery schools, is a model that has the potential to be effective. But this will not only be a new and complex way of working; it will raise significant policy questions, and might also create difficulties in terms of relationships between practitioners and settings, and across the different sectors in the early years.

Releasing creativity?

Ball (2017) argues that there is an informal network of private companies, third-sector groups and elite individual educational movers and shakers. In this paper, I will be surveying a narrower field – England’s National Teaching Schools (NCTL, 2017), which are beginning to play a more prominent role in early years quality improvement. Teaching Schools are, in effect, ‘third-sector groups’ that have been developed out of the belief that they will be more effective in training teachers and improving schools than the traditional organisations with those responsibilities.
Teaching Schools exist in a grey space: they are not profit-making private companies but they also do not operate like traditional state schools because they sell their services. The sense that there might be a conflict between the traditional public-sector values of the school system and the new values of the Teaching School Alliances, is perhaps suggested in the DfE’s 2016 Review of Teaching Schools (Gu et al., 2016) when Paul Haigh, Director of the Hallam Teaching School Alliance in Sheffield, is quoted as saying that some of the Teaching School’s activities generate ‘margins’ but there is ‘no ‘profit’ as such’. (2016: 233). This insistence on the difference between ‘margin’ and ‘profit’ arguably suggests some uneasiness about charging and making money from the Teaching School’s activities.

Teaching School Alliances are partnerships of schools, led by a Teaching School, which has been so-designated by the National College of Teaching and Leadership (NCTL). Ball makes reference to Bourdieu’s observation ‘that the existence of a network of connections is not given, rather it is ‘the product of endless effort’ required ‘in order to produce and reproduce lasting, useful relationships that can secure material or symbolic profits’ (Bourdieu, 1986, quoted in Ball, 2017:90).  From the 2016 review of Teaching Schools (Gu et al., 2016) one certainly gets a sense of this ‘endless effort’ by educational leaders who might, to echo Ball’s words, be characterised as ‘movers and shakers’. Ball (2017) expresses particular concern about the neo-liberal, profit-making networks that are moving in as the role of the state declines  The high-status, state grammar school of the 1950s made huge ‘symbolic’ profits through its local standing and its gilded board of university entrants, even if it did not generate actual material profits. 
It is important to make an effort to subject the activities and power relationships of different parts of the educational system to analysis and public debate.  My own analytic position is bounded within this field of activity, as a Teaching School leader myself. Whilst Ball (2017) arguably surveys such activities from the place which Bourdieu (1990, p. 27) calls the ‘sovereign viewpoint … where the social world presents itself as a spectacle seen from afar and from above, as a representation’, my survey comes from the place of ‘endless effort’, in the thick of things.
The Teaching School Council’s website (2017) claims that it is ‘developing, improving and changing education in English schools through a self-improving school-led system, so that all children attend a good school’.  For many years, the responsibility for ensuring children attended a good school rested with the professionals in charge of the system: the teachers, headteachers and local authority officials. A highwater mark of this trust in professional autonomy and discretion was, perhaps, reached in the 1970s. But in 1976, public and political trust in educationalists was famously challenged by Prime Minister James Callaghan in the ‘secret garden’ speech. From the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1989, to the creation of Ofsted in 1993, through to the development of guidance for the Foundation Stage in 2000 and the Statutory Early Years Foundation Stage in 2008, there has been a growing tendency towards central government and its agencies guiding or mandating the work of teachers in schools and of practitioners across all sectors in the early years.  
More recently, some of the task of promoting professional development and teacher education has been shifted – with the support and funding of central government – to localised networks like Teaching School Alliances. This perhaps represents a counter-current to the general direction of things, back to a model that is more localised and gives more recognition to professional autonomy.  For example, Choice for parents: the best start for children (HM Treasury, 2004) with its 10-year plan and focus on outcome and performance measures, was characterised by a culture of standardisation and driven by centralised action. On the other hand, the exhibition titled Celebrating Young Children and those who live and work with them, was centrally commissioned in 2006 but was put together by a range of practitioners under the umbrella of the British Association for Early Childhood Education. So it can be seen as an example of centralised action carried out by professionals acting autonomously and creatively within the overall brief. 
Localised action can equally be characterised by bureaucracy and standardisation. To cite two of many possible examples, the Tower Hamlets Healthy Early Years scheme (C4EO, 2010) and Hertfordshire’s Early Years Quality Standards (Hertfordshire County Council, online, accessed 2017) are both initiatives which involve practitioners in working through standardised audit tools in order to evaluate their quality or effectiveness. The C4EO report on the Tower Hamlets Healthy Early Years Scheme (2010) describes it as a ‘locally developed self-assessment tool’, noting that some practitioners ‘commented that the tool was quite lengthy’. Hertfordshire’s website explains that their Early Years Quality Standards (2017) framework initially ‘involves the setting completing the Early Years Foundation Stage audits ... These will be submitted in July, for mentor to read’. In both cases, professional judgement and dialogue are likely to be subordinate, and levels of bureaucratic effort are likely to be high. 

Teaching School Alliances are a new example of localised action driven by a culture of professional autonomy and creativity. Previous activity in this quadrant might be seen as characterised by a focus on pedagogic expertise and investigation, within a larger framework of strategic planning and accountability.  An example of this would be the work of Fisher (2010, 2016), as Oxfordshire’s Early Years Adviser, with schools and early years settings, focussed on themes of transition and interactions between adults and children. As an early years adviser, she would have been working within the local authority’s wider strategic plan, and have been held to account by more senior local authority staff and by elected representatives. However, in the case of Teaching School Alliances, this localised action takes place in a context of much looser ties and accountabilities.
This move away from the over-arching bureaucracy of local government and into a space where actions can be taken more-or-less autonomously by Teaching Schools can be understood as an example of what Ball (2017: 38) refers to as the ‘replacement of bureaucracy by enterprise’. Whist Teaching School Alliances are not exactly free-market, profit-making entities, they are certainly intended to be entrepreneurial and there is, perhaps, something porous in the boundary between ‘margins’ and ‘profits’.  It can also be argued that references to the impact of Teaching Schools in the early years betray the lack of a wider framework of monitoring and the sorts of accountability (bureaucratic and political) that characterise the work of local authority teams. For example, the Department for Education, in its Workforce Strategy document, states that:

The Teaching Schools Council reported a range of benefits as a result of collaboration, including improved assessment of children’s early development, better transition between early years and school and more frequent and meaningful communications between early years settings and schools. (DfE, 2017: 36).

It is noticeable that no further details, evidence, or even references are given in substantiation. But as the work of Teaching Schools in the early years is a recent development, perhaps at this stage it is understandable that evidence is scanty. Arguably, innovation and creativity will be released through this less centrally-controlled and less bureaucratic approach, but it is too early to make an informed judgement. 

Improving quality through self-improving systems
At the time of writing, the role of local authorities in supporting early years settings and in quality-improvement work is diminishing quickly. The DfE (2017: 36) notes the findings of the research by the Family and Childcare Trust (Butler et al., 2016) that local authorities mostly focus their support on settings rated less than ‘good’ by Ofsted; they ‘are not able to offer wider support to settings who may be at risk of declining quality between Ofsted inspections’.  As Ofsted (2017) report that they judge 93% of early years providers to be good or outstanding, the Family and Childcare Trust findings imply that fewer than 1 in 10 settings will now receive any support from their local authority team.
The government’s preferred model for quality improvement in the school sector is the ‘self-improving system’ (Hargreaves, 2010; Gilbert, 2012). Gilbert’s place as a proponent of this new approach is perhaps especially interesting: formerly in charge of education in Tower Hamlets Council from 1998, she served as HM Chief Inspector of Schools between 2006 and 2011. In a blog for the UCL Institute of Education, Husbands (2014) recounts the ‘outstanding success story’ of school improvement during this period, arising in part from Gilbert’s determination to act robustly. Given this history, it might be seen as particularly noteworthy that Gilbert’s paper for the National College argues for ‘a shift in mind-set and culture so that accountability is professionally owned rather than being seen as externally imposed’ (Gilbert, 2012: 23).  In essence, her argument is that the ‘public accountability framework’ that schools work within – data, Ofsted judgements and the rest – will not be dismantled any time soon, but that a school-led system is needed in addition if education in England is to become ‘one of the world’s t improving systems’ (Gilbert, 2012: 8).  Gilbert proposes that “moral and professional accountabilities” (p. 8) can provide the leverage, in addition to data-driven targets and school inspection, for improving the educational system through more collaborative practice. Gilbert suggests that this model of schools working together to develop professional practice and challenge each other could be thought of as ‘formative accountability’ (p.23). She accepts that whereas the old system of local authority school improvement was comprehensive, including all schools, the danger of a school-led system lies in the observable fact that ‘not all schools are yet working in active partnerships. The risk here is that the weakest lack the confidence to invite support, still less challenge from their peers, and, even if they wanted support, do not know where to find it’ (Gilbert, 2012:22).  Gilbert therefore proposes that ‘using broad regional areas, a number of excellence networks could be established’ (Gilbert, 2012: 22). 
These propositions are concerned with the statutory school system, not the early years sector, which is largely non-statutory, and much more diverse in its make-up. But, as the government is now proposing that early years quality improvement could be led by Teaching Schools, Gilbert’s concern about the apparent tension between a creative, autonomous, localised and school-led system, and a systematic, comprehensive system that includes everyone, may also be relevant to this discussion. The geographical spread of maintained nursery schools has been seriously affected by the 205 closures since 1980 (Merrick, 2015: 2).  The problem of non-engagement that Gilbert identifies is likely to be an even bigger challenge in the early years, where many settings are small and budgets are very tight. For example, recent research from the Communication Trust (2017:  24) finds amongst respondents in the early year workforce, ‘seventy percent felt lack of budget was the most significant barrier [to accessing training] with 63% also feeling lack of time was a challenge’.  In addition, some early years settings may regard themselves more as competitive businesses, trying to win market share and make a profit, than as equal players in professional networks endeavouring to achieve systematic quality improvement.
Hargreaves (2010: 9) also stresses the potential dangers of a more local and less prescribed approach:

Mass localism depends on a different kind of support from government and a different approach to scale. Instead of assuming that the best solutions need to be determined, prescribed, driven or ‘authorised’ from the centre, policymakers should create more opportunities for communities to develop and deliver their own solutions and to learn from each other. (Bunt and Harris, 2010, quoted in Hargreaves, 2010: 9)

Hargreaves (2010: 10) suggests that the approach to planning work in networks of schools should be characterised by ‘co-construction’, in which ‘partners agree on the nature of the task, set priorities, co-design action plans, and then treat their implementation as a co-production’. He suggests these types of networks build up ‘social capital (trust and reciprocity) within and between schools’.  This concept of social capital is somewhat narrower than the one proposed by Bourdieu, who coined the term; for him ‘social capital is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 119).  Struggles for power and for the retention of institutional and historic privileges are inherent to Bourdieu’s notion of social capital. Such struggles are particularly prominent in the early years system, where there is longstanding competition between schools and private nursery providers. The extent of this competition can perhaps be glimpsed in the response of Neil Leitch, Chief Executive of the Pre-School Learning Alliance, to Ofsted’s proposal in 2014 that more disadvantaged two-year olds should be placed in school-based nurseries. Describing the government’s support of the proposal as ‘completely nonsensical’, Leitch (2014) argued that:

The Government should recognise the pivotal role of the private, voluntary and independent sector in the delivery of early years care and learning and look to build on this progress, rather than spending a disproportionate amount of time and effort on a school-focused approach that has little chance of succeeding.

Such words do not suggest much potential for ‘co-construction’ between early years settings and the school sector.  It is also notable that none of the 14,000 early years settings represented by the Pre-School Learning Alliance is eligible to apply for either the status or the funding of a Teaching School with an early years specialism – however much they might have to offer the system.  
So, it can be seen that there is a substantial gap between the capital (actual, social and cultural) possessed by schools, and the capital possessed by other early years settings. This means that a simple transposing of the concept of the self-improving system from the school sector, to the more diverse early years sector, is likely to be problematic. But might a problematic system still have the potential to work in practice? 

Pedagogical leadership and innovation in the early years
In this paper, my position is as an insider: as I have argued above, I am not far from the madding crowd: I am in the middle of the throng. I write as a former Local Authority Adviser now leading a Teaching School Alliance (the East London Partnership).  

One of the East London Partnership’s first major initiatives was a year-round programme for professional development and learning called Outstanding Early Years Teaching which ran from September 2015 to July 2016, including practitioners from both schools and other early year settings. The programme was independently evaluated by the UCL Institute of Education, in a report titled Pedagogical Innovation and Leadership in the Early Years  (Ang and Ince, 2017). Findings suggest that this localised programme ‘showed evidence of participants applying their learning to changing and informing their settings’ practices, and for some, how this has resulted in initiating and leading change in key aspects of practice’ (Ang and Ince, 2017: 2). Overall, the research ‘provided strong evidence for sustaining and potentially scaling up of the early years teaching programme as a model of professional development and learning for nursery and preschool practitioners’ (ibid: 2).The evaluation found that ‘all participants emphasised the value of learning from each other through the setting visits, and collective engagement in purposeful learning through dialogues and observing each other’s practice’ (ibid: 10). 
These positive findings echo some of the proposed benefits of the self-improving system outlined by Gilbert (2012) and Hargreaves (2010), perhaps in particular the former’s description of ‘a culture of classroom observation, learning and development’ (p.13).  Similarly, when a participant comments positively about ‘the whole idea of research-based practice’, and spreading that out amongst the team and explaining about research to other members of staff – this is what we are going to know and why’ (Ang and Ince, 2017: 15), this can be seen as relevant to Gilbert’s proposition that a self-improving system is about ‘establishing a culture of professional reflection, enquiry and learning within and across schools that increases teachers’ aspirations and the development of better practice in teaching and pupils’ learning’ (Gilbert, 2012:10). It would seem that this approach to cross-sector professional learning and development has the potential to be effective and is worth investigating further.

Concluding thoughts
The Department for Education’s Workforce Strategy paper (DFE, 2017: 35-36) sets out an ambition ‘to bring schools and early years providers together to learn from each other and establish sustainable early years quality improvement networks’. Such collaboration is not a simple proposition in a fragmented early years sector where different sectors, and even different settings, may perceive themselves as being in competition with each other. Any developments in this area will need to be informed by an historical understanding of the different sectors. The notion of a school-led, self-improving system is not itself simple; any effort to transpose this across to the early years sector will need the most careful consideration and planning. 
However, Ang and Ince’s (2017) report does suggest that many of the aims set out by Gilbert (2012) and Hargreaves (2010) for a school-led system could, potentially, be achieved by a cross-sector early years system. Perhaps the most significant word in the DfE’s proposal is ‘sustainable’. As Gilbert argues:

Collaborative practice, especially when it is rooted, as it should be, in a culture of classroom observation, learning and development, requires organisational investment … time has to be found for teachers to work together, to reflect on the detail of their teaching and pupils’ learning and then (which takes even longer) to shift deeply embedded practice. (Gilbert, 2012: 13)
Peer learning requires support and funding. So it is notable that Ang and Ince (2017: 17) found that ’constraints of time, workloads and other competing demands often got in the way in participants’ engagement in the programme’.  To overcome this, funding will need to be made available to all the participating schools and settings – not just to the Teaching School leading the work. It also needs to be stated that, if maintained nursery schools continue to face cutbacks and threats of closure, they clearly will not be in a position to develop new ways of working. 
Steps need to be taken to promote more equity between different sectors in the early years.  Settings, as well as schools, should be allowed to apply for Teaching School funding if they have the necessary expertise and track record. Schools and early years settings should be partners with equal access to funding – ‘co-construction’ will be impossible if nursery schools, or schools in general, are the sole leaders and if no steps are taken to address existing power and financial imbalances. However, it is also worth noting that conflicts and struggles for power and resources like these are not unique to the early years sector. Resources have to be allocated somewhere, and this allocation will involve making judgements about quality: what matters is that such allocations and judgements are made in a spirit of openness and through professional discussion.  
There are many formidable obstacles to expanding the concept of the school-led, self-improving system to the early years sector. Yet there are also some hopeful indications that early years practitioners can benefit from working together in a spirit of collaborative and critical enquiry. Further resourcing is now needed to scale up and then comprehensively evaluate the work of Teaching Schools in this area.
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