It’s simply ‘30 hours free childcare’ – isn’t it?

Ruth Beck

The early years is a site of contention judging by the level of debate it engenders amongst the various stakeholders. It is subject to a raft of government policies and initiatives which change with each successive political party. Investment in the form of early years funding of nursery places is used as a tool for economic gain and political advantage. In addition to controlling funding, the government determines a set of curriculum goals and outcomes which become the dominant discourse and exert control over early years practice. I reflect on the latest of these initiatives, the Extended Entitlement (EE) (Gov.UK, undated b). Promising ‘30 hours free childcare’, the government appeals to working parents, implying a simple exchange: while the child attends the setting, the parent gets free childcare, however I ask, is it really that simple? The early years are crucial to children’s development; therefore, it is important to consider the effect of this national policy on the nation’s next generation.  My interest in this area stems from my work as owner/manager of a small rural nursery. For over ten years, the nursery has been part of the Private Voluntary Independent (PVI) sector, providing sessions for children between the ages of 2.5 – 5 years. During this time, we have received the Universal Funding (Gov.UK, undated a) and now the EE.
Funding and attendance
The EE came into effect in England in September 2017, enabling eligible children to attend a setting (or combination of approved settings/childminders) free, for 30 hours per week, 38 weeks per year. The EE is a government initiative which follows the worldwide trend of many developed countries’ policies around funding for early years care and education (White & Friendly 2012). There was much discussion prior to its introduction regarding the levels of funding compared with the actual cost of delivering places (West, Roberts & Noden 2010). Despite initial concerns, the EE is now in its third year of operation. During the Spring Term 2019, 325,000 children received the EE, an 11% increase from the previous year, with the figure continuing to rise each term (DfE 2019). 

As a result of the EE, there is a noticeable difference in attendance patterns at my nursery. At face value this may not seem problematic, however, my experience suggests that the reality of providing the service is more complicated than it may at first appear. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) states that all children must be assigned a key person with whom they develop a positive relationship (DfE 2017).  However, getting to know each child well enough to provide an enabling environment and record their progress is challenging when attendance varies between 3 and 30 hours per week. To complicate matters, some children split their week between providers, attending a Maintained nursery class or Childminder in addition to their session(s) with us. Herein lies the difficulty of providing the parity that the EYFS requires. This situation only exists within the early year’s sector, as from the age of five, children attend one school full time. Informal observations within my own setting made me question how the children’s hours of attendance affect their experience. Does a child who attends for most of their week have different needs to children who attend for a small part of their week? I believe it worthy of further examination, to identify how a Government policy might be affecting the lives of the children whose parents take up the EE. 
The Universal Funding of 15 hours per week was introduced to enable children to gain the long-term benefits of attending an early year’s setting, however, there is no evidence that attending for more hours enhances outcomes for children (Sylva et al. 2004, Faulkner & Coates 2013). Nevertheless, the Childcare Act 2016 formally announced a duty for Local Authorities to make 30 hours free childcare available for working parents. Therefore, the purpose of EE is to enable both parents to work (Faulkner & Coates 2013) without the disincentive of paying unaffordable childcare fees and thus, has been initiated for economic reasons rather than for the benefit of the child (Moss 2006). As the PVI sector provides 62% of places for three-year olds (West & Noden 2018), it is this sector that delivers most EE places. Concerns about the levels of funding expressed by the Education Policy Institute (Johnes and Hutchinson, 2016), have materialised and resulted in the closure of some settings (NDNA 2018) affecting the ongoing financial viability of the settings that continue to operate.

Care and education
Despite there being two central aspects of early years provision: centred on ‘care’ and ‘education’, the term ‘childcare’ is predominant in government policy documents because the priority is childcare outside the home when both parents work. Although New Labour moved away from the idea of early years services as childcare for working parents by raising qualification levels, the Conservative government popularised the term ‘free childcare’ when referring to the EE. This communicates the main thrust behind current government policy, driving Local Authorities to ensure there are adequate childcare places for children (West & Noden 2018). In this way, early years provision is a vehicle for greater economic prosperity enabling women to work (Lloyd & Penn 2014). Whilst policy documents clarify ‘childcare’ as a general term for the sector, which encompasses both care and education (DfE 1998 in West & Noden 2018, DCSF 2006), it may be interpreted differently by other stakeholders who have their own cultural and personal associations. In this way, the childcare discourse has driven the sector shaping public opinion and expectation (Moss 2006, West & Noden 2018).  This would seem to undermine the progress that has been made with regards to the profile of the early years practitioner and influences perceptions of what the role involves and its value (West & Noden 2018). Changes in successive governments have interrupted the growth of a strategy to support the early years to become truly valued and valuable. 

The climate in which one works will invariably influence practice. Osgood (2006: 8) argues that the ‘neo-liberal discourse’ favours the rational over the emotional. The rational sees education as a matter of input equals output. A wholly rational approach does not acknowledge the complexity of EY practice which frequently involves dealing with emotionally dense situations. Being able to deal successfully with such daily circumstances, requires the practitioner to have developed a sound ‘ethic of care’ (Tronto 1993). In the economic climate it is difficult for practitioners to make decisions based on ethics, as the workplace is ‘drained of its ethical dimensions’ (Moss, 2012: vi). In the absence of ethics, teachers may be subject to ‘emotional labour’ (Crawford 2009: 21) as they enact a policy that ‘...they neither believe in... nor feel able to resist...’ (Osgood 2006: 7). This  is not sustainable in the long term, so creating job dissatisfaction and increased staff turnover. The sector then lacks continuity for children and experienced, capable, practitioners.  

While there has been much debate about quality early years education (Moss 2016) children’s need for care seems to have been taken for granted. The rational and economic approach, with its emphasis on achieving outcomes that can be measured, has squeezed out the more difficult to locate, emotional side of teaching. I wonder if this is subtly controlling practice. When a lot of what a teacher does day to day is not acknowledged as being important, does this influence expectations and job satisfaction? Practitioners are framed, on the one hand, as workers fulfilling their public duty regarding government expectations and, on the other, by the specific vision of their workplace, shaped by governors and leaders. Early years teachers are required to balance these ideologies with their own personal beliefs. 

Pedagogy
Pedagogy describes, in one word, a view of teaching in which care and learning are indivisible. Pedagogy, which Moss defines as ‘a relational and holistic approach to working with people’ (Moss 2006: 73) speaks of an approach that does not separate or compartmentalise development. Pedagogy encompasses the breadth of an early years practitioner’s role. Interestingly, it links with the concept of ethics of care, in which the social and cultural are as important as the economic dimensions of early years services. In this case, care is central to all relationships, adults-children-parents-workers with interactive and reciprocal associations between all. Practitioners emphasise the importance of interpersonal skills to achieve connections with children (Lloyd & Hallet 2010; Miller, Dalli & Urban 2012 and Damon 2018). Trust is established by the teacher being authentic, consistent and listening to the children, which involves observing young children as they communicate through actions as well as verbal language, which is only just emerging. Creating a positive emotional environment between children, colleagues and parents is often termed relational teaching (Damon 2018, Warin 2014) and is established through conversations which evolve over time (Dalli, 2012). Dalli states that, professional acts are ‘informed by multiple layers of thinking, experience, understanding and knowledge that come together in a moment of professional judgement’ (p99). This encapsulates the work of a pedagogue, which Urban describes as being an ‘uncertain expert’ (Dalli, 2012: 83). Yet, though this differs from the government's clearly defined curriculum outcomes, such 'uncertainty' in teaching can be disregarded.

Noddings (2012) agrees that care is a relationship rather than a personality trait. According to Noddings, the teacher who enacts care ethics considers the needs expressed by the child as paramount, above the assumed needs proposed by the institution or curriculum. The crux of relational care is in meeting the child’s actual needs rather than what the institution or curriculum might suppose to be the child’s needs. Recognising and responding to individual children’s needs is varied and changeable and is likely negated by standardisation, which requires the same for all. To expand on this point, John Dewey prized continuity and interaction, proposing that to build care and trust, children and teachers should stay together for 3 years (in Noddings 2012). However, in England, typically children start their early years’ experience away from the home for the first time aged 2 or 3 (when funding starts) and are likely to change setting at age 4 on transition to school, cutting the EYFS period in two. This is a best-case scenario, with children possibly making many more transitions. It seems that the system is not designed to establish continuity in the early years.

I reflect on the EE because my own views are that children should not be subject to a policy focussed only on economic outcomes and that their development requires thoughtfully deployed intervention. The early years should be centred on persisting effects rather than immediate results and to enable this, the curriculum should be a guide which enables the child and teachers’ own choices and judgements to be embraced. This is relevant to the young children receiving ’30 hours free childcare’, as for them, caring encounters are learning experiences (Goldstein 1998). Establishing pedagogical relationships in infancy is fundamental as practitioners have agency to impact positively upon children’s psychological development (Sims-Schouten & Stittrich-Lyons 2014: 52).
To conclude, early years work is complex and incorporates many different skills. Over time, various aspects of the job have been proposed as being more important than others by different stakeholders, depending on their perspective. It appears that when one discourse becomes dominant, another is negated which is unsatisfactory. The phrase ‘30 hours free childcare’ coined by the government to refer to the EE is misleading as it does not communicate the complexities that providing the service entails. Delivering the EE is not that simple. Children in receipt of the EE who attend for most of their funded hours are most certainly aided by staff developing strong pedagogical relationships with children, families, and colleagues, through relational teaching. Continued research will enable the delivery of this service to be better understood and appreciated for the multi-faceted and important job that it is. 
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