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Early years practitioners are living in interesting times. From being seen as an
optional extra, early years services are now perceived as crucial to achieving
many of the government’s and wider society’s aims. Eliminating child poverty is
a key objective and is widely supported and by all major political parties. Early
years services are seen as having a vital role in this by improving outcomes for
all children, especially the most disadvantaged, and by increasing parental
employment and improving parenting. Each of these is important and a chal-
lenge to do well — can we really do it all and, if so, where will the resources come
from, or are we in danger of spreading our current resources too thinly?

There is no doubt that parental employment does bring children out of
poverty. But if that becomes the main rationale for early years services we will
introduce practices that increase flexibility to meet work patterns, which may be
at the expense of the continuity and consistency that children need. Services for
children must reflect family needs and be sufficiently flexible to meet them, but
the needs of the child have to take priority. There is also no doubt that high-
quality early education leads to improved outcomes for children, especially
those who are disadvantaged. However, if we focus on short-term gains and
prioritize narrow literacy goals we could be sacrificing long-term achievement.
We want services to be of high quality and know that well qualified and well paid
staff are key to this. But we also want services to be affordable to parents without
requiring ever more public investment.

This dilemma about the priority for early years services is expressed in the
lack of agreement about how they are described, which despite the introduction
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of the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfES, 2007) is yet to be resolved. Are early
years services about ‘childcare’, a term which for many is synonymous with
putting parents’ work before children’s needs; or are they about ‘early educa-
tion’, a term which can be understood as an early start to formal schooling?

We have made great progress in improving the quality and expanding the
quantity of early years services, but are we now be in danger of losing a clear
vision and focus on the young child and their needs?

In this, the fifth edition of Contemporary Issues in the Early Years, we seek
to reflect the achievements and progress that has been made in the early years
but also the dilemmas that have arisen and the challenges that need to be
addressed. At a time of change and debate about early years services it is even
more important that we address the major themes in this book. How can we
work together to better meet the needs of young children and their families?
How do we ensure that all children have equality of opportunity? How do we
use what we know from research and practice to create children’s services that
truly put the child at the centre?

This book is divided into three sections. Part 1 looks at policy and research,
Part 2 addresses putting policy and research into practice and Part 3 explores
workforce issues.

The first five chapters focus on policy and research. The Every Child Matters
(DfES, 2004) agenda is now an accepted part of children’s services and Gillian
Pugh’s and David Hawker’s chapters reflect this. In Chapter 1 Gillian charts the
development of early years services and reviews the main developments in
national policy in recent years. She provides us with a clear understanding of
how we have got to where we are, the success we have achieved and the chal-
lenges that lie ahead. In Chapter 2 David describes developments in Children’s
Trust thinking since 2006 and shares one local authority’s approach to the devel-
opment of children’s services and children’s centres. Chapter 3 looks at the
world picture. Tricia David, Sacha Powell and Kathy Goouch provide a valuable
insight into the ways early years services are viewed in China and New Zealand,
and identify the lessons we can learn from other countries.

Kathy Sylva and Fiona Roberts’s chapter looks at quality in early childhood
education and the impact of research on policy and practice. They draw on the
findings from the Effective Provision of Pre-School and Primary Education Project
and present the evidence for long-term effects. The implications of the recent
changes to the inspection of early years services are analysed by Caroline Jones
in Chapter 5. She describes the new inspection frameworks and asks if they are
likely to achieve their aim to improve the quality of provision for children.

In the second part of the book are eight chapters focusing on practice and
showing how policies and research are being implemented by practitioners.
Penny Lancaster writes the first chapter in this section. She defines what it means
to listen to young children within the context of Every Child Matters, explores our
view of childhood and, drawing on work by Kirklees Early Years Service, shows
how practitioners can enable young children to articulate their feelings, experi-
ences and ideas. Chapter 7 is written by Bernadette Duffy and looks at what we
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mean by the term ‘curriculum’. She describes the development, introduction and
responses to the Early Years Foundation Stage framework, and, drawing on
research and practice, identifies possible areas for curriculum development. In
Chapter 8 Cathy Nutbrown and Caron Carter explore the issue of assessment.
They discuss the different forms of assessment and the purposes it can be put to.
Cathy and Caron highlight the value and visions that need to underpin respectful
assessments of young children and describe ways in which early childhood edu-
cators can use assessment to understand young children’s capabilities and learning.
Caron Rudge, in Chapter 9, ensures that the practitioner’s voice is heard and
shares the development of one children’s centre, with all its joys and challenges.
She ends by identifying the factors that make a successful children’s centre.

Health is increasingly seen as part of early years services rather than as a sep-
arate service. In Chapter 10 Kate Billingham and Jacqueline Barnes look at the
key role of health in early years services. They provide an overview of health in
the early years and identify the issues that need to be addressed when health
and other partners work together to promote children’s health and well-being.

Diversity, inclusion and learning are the important themes for Iram Siraj-
Blatchford’s chapter (11) and in it she looks at practitioners’ understanding of
children’s multiple identities. Iram challenges the hidden assumptions which
disadvantage children on the grounds of ethnic background, gender or socio-
economic class. Mary Robinson picks up these themes in Chapter 12 in relation
to children with special needs. She outlines the landmark events for special needs
in early years services and argues that there is a growing view that meeting chil-
dren’s special needs is an indivisible part of the children’s services agenda. Recent
developments and emerging practice in meeting special needs within inclusive
settings are also addressed. Many of the authors have included references to the
key role of parents as part of their chapter. In Chapter 13 Lucy Draper and Helen
Wheeler expand on this theme, drawing on their experiences at the Thomas
Coram Centre and with the PEAL project. They explore the ways that parents and
practitioners can work together for the benefit of children, parents and practition-
ers sharing examples of good practice from settings across the country.

Part 3 explores workforce issues. Sue Owen and Gill Haynes discuss the
workforce reforms that are currently under way and the professionalization of
the early years workforce. They describe the debates about National Vocational
Qualifications (NVQs) and the roles of Early Years Professionals and teachers.
Sue and Gill end by clearly identifying the changes needed if early years work
is to become a career which is valued and recognized by society. Finally, in
Chapter 15, Carol Aubrey draws on many years experience of leading and work-
ing in multi-agency teams and explores the nature of leaderships and strategies
to support leaders.

Most of the contributors to this book are nationally or internationally known
for their contribution to the early years debate. All have been actively involved
in the research, development of policies and improvements in practice that this
book discusses. All share a commitment to the well-being of young children and
their families, which comes across strongly in each of their chapters.
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The Children’s Plan’s (DCSF, 2007) stated goal is to make England the best
place in the world for children and young people to grow up in. The aim is to
put children and young people at the heart of everything the government does.
If we are to achieve this we must focus on each child, and their well-being and
development has to be the priority. Our task is to ensure that each child is
treated as a unique individual who has positive relationships with parents and
carers in an enabling environment that promotes their learning and develop-
ment. We hope this book will support practitioners to play their part in creating
such environments.
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