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People Under Three

People Under Three translates child development theory and
research into everyday practice. Focusing on the group day care of
very young children, it is designed specifically for those who look
after them day by day, as well as policy-makers, administrators
and the managers of childcare services. All the practical ideas in
the book have been developed and tested in nurseries and family
centres. They include detailed guidance on educational play for
babies and toddlers and how to care for children’s emotional
needs. The book also explores the difficult area of child protection
and working with parents and children with a variety of problems.
People Under Three is an established text for all those training to
work with young children or managing day care facilities. This new
edition has been completely updated to take account of the
expansion and radical changes that have taken place in childcare
provision since the book was first published and includes new
material on assessing the quality of care and short-term and
intermittent care.

Elinor Goldschmied is one of Europe’s acknowledged experts
on the management of day care services. She has many years’
experience as a consultant in services for children in the UK, Italy
and Spain. She has made numerous films and videos about child
development and early years care and education.

Sonia Jackson is a leading figure in the social work world and
is internationally known for her research work on child welfare.
She initiated the first interdisciplinary degree course in Early
Childhood studies at the University of Bristol and is now a
professorial Fellow at the Institute of Education, University of
London. Her previous books include Other People’s Children,
Childminder, Looking After Children and numerous articles and
book chapters on different aspects of childcare.
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To our grandchildren and their parents



We are guilty of many errors and many faults, but our worst crime
is abandoning the children, neglecting the fountain of life. Many of
the things we need can wait. The child cannot. Right now is the
time his bones are being formed, his blood is being made and his
senses are being developed. To him we cannot answer ‘Tomorrow’.
His name is ‘Today’.

Gabriela Mistral
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Preface to the second edition

When we were asked to prepare a new edition of People Under
Three, we were at first uncertain if it would still have something
useful to say to early years educators in the rapidly changing
childcare scene of the twenty-first century.

We decided to find out by inviting a small group of leading early
years researchers and practitioners to a seminar held in Elinor
Gold-schmied’s apartment overlooking the Thames. In this calm
and congenial environment, surrounded by Treasure Baskets and
playthings of the richness and variety it would be good to see
everywhere, we revisited the book, chapter by chapter. Our
purpose was to consider if, in the opinion of those present, the
book had a continuing contribution to make, and if so what
changes and additions were needed to take account of
developments over the ten years since it was first published.

The unanimous view of our advisers was that, although the
early years scene had indeed been transformed, the book still
occupied a unique place in the sparse literature on day care for
under threes. In particular it combined a sound theoretical
foundation with everyday practicality in a way attempted by few
other texts. Heartened by this endorsement, and much helped by
the advice we received from those attending the seminar, we
embarked on the revision. We have tried as far as possible to
retain the characteristic flavour of the first edition and only made
changes that seemed necessary to bring the text up to date.

Terminology is in transition as we write, with ‘childcare’
replacing ‘day care’ in official documents and ‘day nursery’
gradually being superseded by ‘early childhood unit’ or ‘childcare
centre’. Similarly nursery workers and centre managers use many
different job titles. We have not tried to be consistent since all
these different terms continue to exist side by side. 

The sexist nature of the English language presents difficulties to
authors. ‘He or she’ becomes irritating when too often repeated,



but ‘they’, sometimes used as a way out of the problem, has a
depersonalizing effect. We wanted to refer to individual children,
stressing their individuality. In this book we have followed the
convention of the first edition in imagining the child to be a girl or
boy in alternate chapters (except where a specific child is
described). In principle we should have used the same device in
referring to staff, but it seemed unnecessary since we know that
the vast majority of carers are women and there is little prospect
that this will change in the near future. Of course, that makes it
all the more important for women who work with young children
to be aware of how they have themselves been influenced by
traditional gender stereotypes so that they can avoid passing on
attitudes which perpetuate disadvantage.

In addition to all those named in the acknowledgements to the
first edition, we have to thank for help with this revision, Margaret
Boushel, Wendy Clark, Elaine Farmer, Hayley Hughes, Sarah
Long, Tricia Maynard, Peter Moss, Sue Owen, Julie Selwyn, Kay
Sargent and Nigel Thomas. Ann Robinson kindly took on the task
of checking and revising the list of useful organizations. Derek
Greenwood, as before, provided unfailing support and
encouragement and endless supplies of tea and coffee.

We are especially grateful to those who made time in their
extremely busy lives to attend the seminar and give us the benefit
of their knowledge and experience: Naomi Eisenstadt, Gillian
Pugh, Bernadette Duffy, Peter Elfer, Juliet Hopkins and Dorothy
Selleck. We thank the nurseries and childcare centres that
allowed us to visit and observe their work, in particular the
Thomas Coram Early Childhood Centre.

This new edition has been prepared by Sonia Jackson in
consultation with Elinor Goldschmied. It owes a great deal to the
unfailing patience and confidence of our editor, Edwina Welham,
to whom we offer our most grateful thanks.

April 2003 
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Introduction

A society can be judged by its attitude to its youngest children,
not only in what is said about them but how this attitude is
expressed in what is offered to them as they grow up. On that
criterion we have made more progress in Britain over the past five
years than in the whole of the previous thirty. The landscape of
early childhood services has been transformed, but the trees are
still quite sparse and most of them are only saplings, vulnerable to
the winds of economic downturn or the whims of politicians.

Despite the great advances in our knowledge of how an infant
develops from before birth to maturity, in this country we are still
far from giving serious recognition to the importance of the first
three years. The absence throughout most of the twentieth
century of any coherent policy for early childhood care and
education placed almost the entire burden of bringing up the next
generation upon the shoulders of young parents, in social
conditions that created high levels of stress, both economic and
psychological. The low value set on this vital task continues to be
reflected in the status, salaries, working conditions and lack of
career opportunities and training for those who share the daily
care of children in a variety of services and institutions.

At the time that this book was originally written, day care for
children under three was still largely provided in council-run day
nurseries for severely disadvantaged children and by private
childminders who received a minimum level of support from local
authorities. Apart from a few family centres and combined nursery
centres that provided day care and nursery education on the same
site, education was not seen as part of a nursery worker’s job.
Although increasing numbers of mothers were working outside the
home, there was still a widespread view that this should not
happen, and if it did the parents concerned were responsible for
making whatever arrangements for childcare that they could. 

All this changed, at least in principle, with the election of a
Labour government in 1997. The reality of women’s work and the



great importance of the earliest months and years of children’s
lives for future learning and development were officially recognized
for the first time. The most significant events were the
announcement of a National Childcare Strategy in 1998 and the
transfer of responsibility for early years services from the social
services system under the Department of Health into the
education system. This is no more than a first step, but we may
hope that it signals a move towards ending the damaging split
between care and education that has blighted our early childhood
services for so long.

Other important developments were the setting up of Early
Years Development and Childcare Partnerships in every local
authority and the investment of billions of pounds in the Sure
Start Programme, which is the first ever national initiative aimed
specifically at children under four. Sure Start proposals are based
on neighbourhoods with about 800 families and are developed by
those communities to meet their own needs, but must include a
childcare component. Most also offer a range of other services to
support families. They are targeted at disadvantaged areas but
available to everyone living in the area, not only those identified by
professionals as being in need.

What do these initiatives mean for parents and those who work
in early childhood services? The numbers and targets sound very
impressive. It is planned to create 900,000 new childcare places
by March 2004 in neighbourhood nurseries, Early Excellence
Centres and Sure Start programmes. It is not clear how many of
these places would enable parents to work, as the term ‘childcare’
is used very loosely in official pronouncements and might mean
only a few hours a day in a playgroup or creche. The number of
Early Excellence Centres is also planned to rise to 100 over the
same period. Early Excellence Centres, as their name implies, are
intended to provide models of high quality ‘educare’ and offer
places to children in their immediate neighbourhood. The number
is small but they do give parents a valuable standard of
comparison.

This is important because although it is increasingly common in
all European countries for young children to spend at least part of
the day away from their own homes, this is usually in a publicly
funded childcare centre with well-qualified staff. In Britain, day
care away from home may mean a private childcare centre,
neighbourhood nursery or children’s centre, a family centre,
workplace creche, playgroup, the home of a child minder or day
foster parent, a community, voluntary or commercial childcare
facility, or any combination of these. The proportion of trained
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staff is gradually increasing but is still only 60 per cent, and
standards are very variable. This means that parents need to
exercise great care in making their choice, and we hope that this
book will help them to do so.

Provision for the early years in Britain still falls far behind
Nordic and most other European countries, but from being a
marginal activity, affecting only a small proportion of children and
families, childcare for children under three has become part of the
mainstream. Increasingly professional women are postponing
childbirth until their thirties and returning to work when their
maternity leave runs out. It has become far more acceptable, and
indeed expected, for mothers of young children to work outside
the home. This does not mean that they do so without anxiety.
There is, rightly, a growing concern with the quality of the child’s
experience and no longer simply with availability.

In 1994, when this book was first published, most children
under three in group day care came from families with severe
social or health problems, very often with only one parent at home.
We pointed out then how harmful this clustering of the most
needy children was, both to the children and to the staff caring for
them. Fortunately this is now much less likely to happen. Most
children attending early years centres part-time are not in social
need and the vast majority of babies and toddlers in full-time day
care have parents working in relatively well paid professional jobs.

However in this country, unlike most others, children may
spend long hours in childcare centres from an early age when
their mothers return to work, since our provision for maternity
and parental leave is very inadequate by European standards.
Some private nurseries advertise care for babies as young as six
weeks old. Although families with two working parents may not be
poor, they can still be financially stretched to pay high childcare
fees and also be under stress from trying to juggle work, social
and domestic obligations. So it is as important as ever for
childcare staff to work closely with parents and to be sensitive to
the pressures on them.

As predicted in the first edition of People Under Three, an
enormous growth has taken place in the number of private day
nurseries and creches, both in the form of individual businesses
and chains of childcare centres run by commercial companies. In
response to increased demand and the declining number of
childminders new centres are being set up every day. Day
nurseries are the fastest growing small business sector, the
number having risen by 42 per cent since 1998, and there are now
estimated to be over 8000. The other fast-growing private
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childcare facility is the creche attached to sports and fitness clubs
and shopping centres. In the absence of other forms of day care
many mothers (mainly) use them to give themselves some relief
from the unremitting responsibility for a small child. It is
estimated that over one and a half million children are looked
after for part of the time in some form of private childcare centre.

Private day nurseries form part of Early Years Development and
Childcare Partnerships and are not necessarily run with profit as
the main motive. Their drawback is that to provide a high quality
service, employ qualified staff and pay reasonable salaries, they
have to charge fees that are beyond the means of the majority of
parents. We have not attempted to give any particular advice on
managing or working in a private nursery as opposed to a publicly
financed childcare centre because many of the day-to-day issues
will be similar. The National Day Nursery Association (NDNA) (see
list of useful organizations) provides excellent material on starting
and running a nursery, from researching the market to planning
the nursery environment. It is also promoting the notion of
‘socially responsible’ childcare, perhaps with a view to more of its
customers in future coming via local authority programmes.

The prospect of affordable, high quality childcare for all children
whose families need it still seems distant. However, we suggest
that the experience of very small children in day care could be
greatly enhanced even within the existing unsatisfactory
framework and limited resources if full use were made of the
knowledge that now exists about early childhood development and
the experiences of running childcare facilities.

Our knowledge of how children learn and develop has increased
at an enormous rate in recent years as psychologists develop ever
more sophisticated ways of observing and studying the behaviour
of babies from their very first moments in the world. Much
research on early child development and learning highly relevant
to nursery workers remains buried in academic journals and
textbooks or is written about in rather abstract ways. Until now
childcare workers have been given rather little guidance on how
they should change what they do in the light of this knowledge.
We aim to make it more accessible by showing how it relates to
everyday practice in childcare settings, both at management level
and in face-to-face contact with children and parents. In the
following chapters we put forward the view that every aspect of the
nursery environment can make a significant contribution both to
the emotional wellbeing of young children and to their education
in its widest sense. 
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This book focuses on under-threes because so little has been
written about them by comparison with the extensive literature on
nursery education for three- and four-year-olds. It is intended to
be of practical use to people at a variety of levels: to those who
look after other people’s children day-by-day in centres or in their
own homes and to managers and organizers of childcare services.
It will also be relevant to those whose job is to establish and
maintain standards and to administrators, community workers
and the wide range of specialists involved with young children and
their families. We believe that it is essential for this second group
of people, who normally work at one remove from children, to
understand how a child’s daily experience is affected by
managerial and resource decisions beyond the control of face-to-
face workers.

We hope, too, that it will be read by the next generation of early
years educators, the rapidly growing number of students working
towards university degrees in Early Childhood Studies, and will
give parents some ideas about how to evaluate the care offered to
their children.

Knowledge alone is not enough. Good care must be not only
educational but sensitive and responsive. It needs to be informed
by an imaginative understanding of the experiences and
emotional states of young children, especially when they are
separated from their parents. That is why we emphasize
throughout the book the need for caregivers and teachers to
observe the children they look after closely and systematically, to
reflect on their observations and to share and discuss them with
parents and each other. Whenever possible we draw analogies
between things that happen to children and those that we
commonly experience as adults. As memories before the age of
three are mostly lost, this is one of the few ways available to us of
attempting to understand the sensations and feelings of a small
child.

We describe and explain three particular innovations derived
from the principles outlined above: the key person system, the
Treasure Basket’ and ‘heuristic play’. All have been successfully
introduced in childcare centres in Britain and overseas. We have
also included a substantial chapter on the use of outdoor space,
with detailed proposals for transforming the typical flat
rectangular plot into an extended learning area.

It is now known that the seeds of prejudice and discrimination
are sown in infancy. This idea has been slow to penetrate early
years services, but is as relevant to under-threes as to older
children and as important in all-white areas as in settings where
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many different cultures mingle. Throughout the book we
emphasize the need to be aware of the messages we convey to
children, through our actions as well as words and in the
environment we create for them. We hope that our readers will be,
like us, opposed to all forms of discrimination. The problem is to
find ways of expressing those beliefs in everyday practice.

Young children and their parents have the right to expect that
the extensive knowledge that we possess today about child
development should shape the services that they so greatly need.
Attitudes to children are changing. We have moved on from the
view that simply because people are very young their thoughts
and feelings do not matter, but we still often feel frustrated and
mystified in our efforts to understand what little children are trying
to say to us. In the same way many of the things we adults do and
say must seem very puzzling to them. We would like to think that
this book may in some small measure help to bridge that gap in
our understanding of each other. 
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1
Day care in context

This is a book for practitioners, and in order not to clutter our text
with too many references to theoretical discussions and research
findings, which might seem irrelevant to readers who are more
interested in applying ideas in their own work contexts, we have
generally allowed the theory to remain implicit. However, practice
is strongly influenced by many different factors outside the
immediate work setting, most strongly by the policy context within
which the work is carried out and by the prevailing view of
childhood. We start by briefly discussing some of these influences
and then go on to outline the values and principles that underpin
the approach to early childcare described in this book.

A changing picture

It is important for people who work with young children to
understand how their particular job fits into the overall framework
of services for families. In order to provide the best possible
experience for the children in their care, they also need to be able
to step outside their immediate work setting and see things from a
wider viewpoint.

Early years services in Britain have gone through a bewildering
series of changes in a relatively short time. It sometimes seems
that the government is introducing a new initiative every week!
The problem is that, although to the policy-makers these
initiatives are intended to add up to a national strategy, they have
all had to be bolted on to an existing patchwork of provision
which, in the years when there was no central direction, had
evolved for historical reasons with no kind of logic to them.
Weaving these different strands into some kind of coherent whole
will not be an easy task.

Everyone concerned probably wants to do their best for
children, but there is a clear ideological split between the
government’s outlook and priorities and the ideas of those who



research and write about early childhood. Much of the thinking
that underpins the National Childcare Strategy and the other
elements of the government’s early years programme outlined in
the Introduction comes from the United States. It is basically
driven by economic imperatives more than by concern for
children’s wellbeing.

Publicly funded day care is seen primarily as a means of
enabling mothers, especially single mothers, to work and support
themselves rather than being dependent on welfare payments. It is
one way of helping families to escape from poverty, which is part of
the government’s longer-term aims, but the children’s day-to-day
experience tends to be a secondary consideration.

The other driving force is the desire to raise the educational
level of the population. Modern economies need better-educated
workers. Moreover, educational failure is linked to all kinds of
undesirable social outcomes—unemployment, ill-health, teenage
pregnancy, mental disorder, and above all crime. American early
intervention programmes such as Headstart and High Scope have
been shown to help disadvantaged children achieve better
educational progress with effects that persist into adult life.

The understanding that a children’s very earliest experiences
profoundly affect their learning and development has been slow to
penetrate the thinking of those who shape educational policy in
this country, but it seems finally to have done so. As we suggest
below, this can have undesired effects unless it goes along with an
informed understanding of the nature of childhood.

A very different set of influences on the way early years services
are changing comes from other parts of Europe where an
alternative view of childhood prevails. In most countries children
are seen as an asset to the community and this is reflected in the
provision that is made for them. On an everyday level, tourists are
often struck by how common it is to see young children having
meals in restaurants with their families, and by the way ordinary
childish behaviour is met with amused tolerance instead of
disapproval.

In contrast to the policy-makers, early years practitioners look
increasingly to countries like Denmark, Sweden, Spain and Italy
for models, often inspired by visits, exhibitions and study tours.
Helen Penn and Peter Moss, in particular, have been writing about
these countries for many years, but the catalyst was probably the
visit in April 1999 of 100 early years educators from the UK to the
Italian city of Reggio Emilia. Several of them wrote about their
experience in Lesley Abbott and Cathy Nutbrown’s book
Experiencing ReggioEmilia (Abbott and Nutbrown, 2001). Many
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more early years workers saw the exhibition, The Hundred
Languages of Children, which gave some idea of the enormous
range of artistic and creative activities possible for children in a
facilitating environment (Edwards et al., 1993).

Many of these ideas have been adopted in a modified form in
British early years settings, but some caution is necessary. The
qualities of the Reggio nurseries and pre-schools that so
impressed the visitors are deeply embedded in the culture and
cannot simply be transferred to an entirely different situation. For
example, the central piazza, which is a feature of all the Reggio
schools and where children and adults meet and talk and view
projects in progress, is a microcosm of life in a typical Italian city
where people expect to spend at least an hour most evenings
walking up and down and chatting to any friends they happen to
meet. It is definitely not a characteristic form of behaviour in this
country.

Perhaps more important than any individual features of the
Reggio pre-schools is the underlying philosophy which emphasizes
the need for children and educators to have time and space to
develop their ideas and projects and to be connected to each other
and to the community.

Two views of childhood

Although it would be misleading to over-emphasize the dichotomy,
the American and European approaches to the early years do in a
way exemplify the old division between Locke and Rousseau,
which is the starting point for many traditional child development
textbooks. Locke believed that a child’s mind at birth was a
‘tabula rasa’, a blank slate, and that all human knowledge and
abilities were acquired by learning. Rousseau, on the other hand,
thought that, given the right environment, the child’s innate
capacity would simply unfold through exploration, discovery and
imagination.

The nature-nurture debate, as it became known, is now
considered rather irrelevant since contemporary advances in the
study of very early brain development have shown that an infant
is learning not only from the moment of birth but even while still
in the womb (Selwyn, 2000). Genetic and environmental
influences are so enmeshed that the attempt to ascribe any
particular child’s characteristics to one or the other is a fruitless
exercise. One of the authors is the grandmother of identical twins,
brought up in the same family and hardly ever separated for more
than a few minutes, but already at eight months quite distinctive
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individuals with different personalities and patterns of
development.

Few people would now dispute that children’s earliest
experiences have a profound, though not irreversible, influence on
their ability to take advantage of opportunities to learn, but the
persistence of two distinct schools of thought can still be seen.
Charles Dickens’ novel HardTimes caricatures the school of
education that discounts imagination, exploration, fantasy and
the natural world in favour of attempting to stuff children’s heads
with information that is divorced from their everyday experience
and therefore meaningless to them. The book opens in a
schoolroom where Mr Gradgrind is expounding his theories to the
schoolmaster and the government inspector:

Now what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls
nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant
nothing else and root out everything else.

(Dickens, 1854)

This approach was firmly rejected by the pioneers of nursery
education in Britain, though it persisted in some prewar
elementary schools. However, it is always hovering in the wings,
ready to re-emerge in response to every wave of panic about
‘falling standards’. The current prescriptive emphasis on literacy
and numeracy in primary schools might be seen to belong to the
same tradition.

Another way of looking at these two perceptions of children was
proposed by Gunilla Hallden (1991). They are ‘the child as project’
and ‘the child as being’. In the first view the child is seen in terms
of the future, someone to be moulded by parents and society.
Parents set goals for their child and have a firm belief in expert
knowledge as relayed by teachers and psychologists. In this view
the success of a pre-school programme would be measured by
such indicators as early literacy, ability to follow instructions and
conformity to adult expectations. The ‘child as being’ implies that
the child develops autonomously as an individual with his or her
own driving force to learn and grow, needing adults as supporters
not instructors. The child’s early experience is valued for its own
sake, not simply for what it might contribute to her future
development.

Peter Moss and Helen Penn express their ideal of an early years
programme in this way:
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There would be more emphasis on the quality of life in the
here and now, conviviality, pleasurable and creative
activities, fun and exercise, painting, puppetry, dance and
drama, singing and music, cooking and eating, digging and
building—in short what Robert Owen called ‘merriment’.

(Moss and Penn, 1996:95)

In May 2000 the Department for Education and Skills issued
‘Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage’ (3–6 years), which
applies to all early years settings that receive nursery grant
funding, including those previously outside the education system
such as childminders and play-groups. Following vociferous
protest from early years educators, the earlier guidance was
revised to identify ‘stepping stones’ rather than laying down rigid
age-related objectives, and recognizes that children learn and
develop at different rates and not in a fixed sequence. However the
Minister’s foreword to the Guidance clearly envisages the ‘child as
project’:

The foundation stage is about developing key learning skills
such as listening, speaking, concentration, persistence and
learning to work together and cooperate with other children.
It is also about developing early communication, literacy and
numeracy skills that will prepare young children for Key
Stage 1 of the National Curriculum.

(DfES, 2000:2)

Not much merriment there!

Children’s rights

Despite what we have said above, this book in some ways
occupies an intermediate position. We do agree that an essential
aspect of the work of an adult caring for a small child is to see
that for as much of the time as possible he or she is happy. Life
holds quite enough pain and frustration without deliberately
adding to it by unnecessary restriction of any kind. On the other
hand, we don’t think that unlimited freedom is at all likely to lead
either to happiness or optimal development. Therefore, although
we may appear to take a typically non-interventionist position in
urging that wherever possible the adult acts as facilitator rather
than director of the child’s activities, we do so in the context of a
carefully planned and organized environment.
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Adults play an important part in shaping children’s behaviour,
but they can choose to do it in authoritarian or cooperative ways,
by dictation or negotiation. There is good evidence that the second
way is by far the more effective, as well as leading to less conflict
and distress. That is one reason why we put so much emphasis
both on caregivers negotiating with children rather than coercing
them, and also on the need for adults to help children to negotiate
with each other.

This is not just a matter of expediency, but of children’s right to
be respected as individuals, to be listened to and taken seriously,
so that as they grow older they can take greater responsibility for
exercising their own rights. There is continuing resistance to the
idea of a rights-based approach to children in this country, where
there is a strong cultural tradition that they are ‘owned’ by their
parents (Lansdown and Lancaster, 2001). If we wish them to grow
up as active and participating citizens, however, we need to accept
that even the youngest children should be given the opportunity to
express their opinions and share in decision-making as soon as
they are competent to do so.

The importance of play

The contribution of play to children’s development is a subject
which well illustrates the pendulum effect. The attitudes parodied
by Dickens in Hard Times, which characterized play as a frivolous
activity of no value compared with the learning of useful
information, persisted in a modified form well into the postwar
period. Play was what children did when not under the immediate
control of adults, at best time-filling and always in potential
conflict with ‘sitting still and being good’ or with more useful kinds
of activity. However, as Meadows (1986) describes, the opposing
view that ‘play is children’s work’ has enjoyed a period of
considerable dominance in psychological and educational theory.

One problem for nursery and infant teachers and playgroup
leaders has always been to convince parents that their child is
well occupied ‘just playing’. It may be that parents in
disadvantaged circumstances have some reason to resist the
prevailing orthodoxy. In many cultures play is given little
importance; no attempt is made to provide children with elaborate
playthings, and although one can see that children do play
spontaneously, their activities are not accorded any particular
adult attention. Yet the children appear to develop perfectly
normally and may do well at school. It does seem that, at least for
academic and occupational success, other qualities of the
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environment may be more important than the opportunity to play
freely in early childhood.

If we look at ethnic groups that seem to be successful in
promoting their children’s development despite adverse
socioeconomic conditions, such as, for example, the Jews of New
York or Asian immigrants to Britain, we might identify as
significant a high level of adult-child interaction, the inclusion of
the child in home-based adult activities, the open expression of
affection, a respect for learning and literacy and the recognition of
educational success as a key factor in determining life chances.

This illustrates two points: first, that play does not depend on
provision of special children’s places or giving children objects
called ‘toys’, and secondly that it is only one element in promoting
child development; adult concern and attention may be much
more crucial. Nevertheless, as will be obvious, we do consider play
to be of great importance in any childcare setting. There are good
pragmatic reasons for this. The better the quality of the play
opportunities offered to them, the more pleasurable the
experience, both for adults and children.

The other reason is that, although the research evidence in
favour of learning through play may not be conclusive, there is
certainly no better evidence against it to conflict with 50 years of
practice experience. What we are learning to do, perhaps, is to
discriminate better between different types of play. It is right and
reasonable to value some kinds of play more highly than others, to
create conditions in which children are more likely to choose
particular activities, to encourage complex, concentrated play in
preference to aimless flitting from one thing to another. To do this
without introducing constraint and coercion is a highly skilled
task, requiring detailed personal knowledge of each individual
child and an adequate number of adults in proportion to children.

The quality of play we have observed in some day care centres is
notably inferior to that seen in nursery schools. Where the
children are under three there is not even an established body of
knowledge to call on, and this is one reason why we have devoted
a major part of this book to the provision and organization of play
opportunities for these very young children.

Recently the debate about the value of play has acquired a new
intensity. There is much concern that the downward pressure
exerted by the National Curriculum, with its emphasis, unique to
this country, on formal learning from an early age, is having an
inhibiting effect on pre-school provision, even for the under-threes.
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Care and education

The discussion of play is set in the context of the day care centre
as a total environment in which every aspect of organization and
every activity offered makes a contribution to the child’s
development and learning.

Britain is not the only country to have inherited a split between
care provided by health professionals, primarily for poor children,
and education provided as a general service, staffed by teachers.
However, it is the only country where the distinction has
continued to the present day. This is partly because of the curious
idea that children do not really learn anything until they start
compulsory schooling—before that they are just filling in time—
and partly because local authority day nurseries have been
controlled by social services departments that did not see
education as their business.

In the case of day nurseries and childminders, this meant that
the very children who most urgently needed care with a high
educational content were least likely to get it (Jackson and
Jackson, 1979; Osborn and Milbank, 1987). Combined centres,
which were set up to provide integrated care and education,
continued to reflect established professional divisions (Ferri et al.,
1981). We have even heard children categorized as ‘social’ or
‘educational’, as if the acutely deprived children occupying
‘priority’ day care places were not in need of education.

At the policy level this has now changed, at least in relation to
older children. But staffing and training still reflect the old
divisions. The educational content of care for children living in
disadvantaged areas requires particular emphasis, and the staff
group should include people with educational qualifications. All
day care staff need to understand the educational importance of
their work so that the experiences of the young children they look
after are not only satisfying in themselves but foster the qualities,
such as curiosity, creativity, concentration and persistence in the
face of difficulties, which will stand them in good stead in later
years at school.

In our culture the key to educational success is literacy (to a
lesser extent numeracy). For this reason, if no other, children need
to be introduced to books at a very early age and helped to see
them as a source of interest and pleasure. There is clear evidence
that learning to read easily is closely linked with being read to
early and often (Wells, 1985). One of the most useful things
nurseries can do with parents is to encourage them to read and talk
about stories with their children from infancy, and show them how
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to help children read for themselves as soon as they are interested
in doing so. This is quite different from teaching reading or forcing
formal learning activities on children at an inappropriately early
age, which is one of the most serious dangers in the emphasis on
literacy in the National Curriculum. 

Relationships in day care

If day nurseries have fallen short in providing a stimulating
educational environment, so have they often failed to meet the
emotional needs of young children. Here our theoretical position
has its origins in Bowlby’s seminal work on attachment and loss
(Bowlby, 1969/82). That is, we give great importance and value to
attachments between individual children and adults, and
acknowledge the pain caused by their insensitive disruption, or
alternatively by the absence of such attachments. This is the basis
for the key person system described in Chapter 3, which is
designed to promote a special relationship between a child, his
family and a particular caregiver.

The citing of Bowlby’s work as an argument against provision of
day care for young children has been refuted both by Schaffer’s
research on multiple attachments (Schaffer, 1977), and by more
recent evidence on the effects of day care (Moss and Melhuish,
1991), but that does not mean that all his original insights were
invalid. It is worth noting that Rutter (1972), who more than
anyone else was responsible for the re-evaluation of Bowlby’s
original thesis, qualified his view that it was not harmful for a
child under three to spend time away from his mother by
specifying the need for the child to be enabled to form secure, stable
relationships with a substitute caregiver. However, studies of day
nurseries as currently organized suggest that they generally fail to
provide such opportunities. A number of research reports (Bain
and Barnett, 1980; Mayall and Petrie, 1983; Van der Eyken, 1984)
have found high staff turnover leading to many changes of
caregiver for the child, and a low level of adult-child interaction.
Similar observations have been made in day care settings in the
United States and Australia (Clyde, 1988).

Tizard (1991) identifies a high staff-child ratio as the key
ingredient of good quality day care, but we suggest that this is not
a sufficient condition unless the organization of the care setting
ensures regular occasions when concentrated attention is given by
a particular caregiver to a particular child.

This is especially important for very young children for two
reasons: their recurrent need for intimate bodily care and their
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developing capacity for communication. American research shows
that children enrolled in day care programmes with more
responsive caregivers are likely to have better cognitive and
language development and be more socially competent. But
responsiveness depends on familiarity. Young children begin to
communicate with idiosyncratic speech or gestures that may be
meaningless except to a caregiver who knows them well. 

Our reasons are grounded not only in research but in subjective
experience: the observation that throughout our lives we seek
individual relationships and like to feel ourselves of particular
importance to one person. This is especially so in stressful
situations. If we are concerned with children’s happiness now as
well as their future development, we need to pay attention to this
kind of knowledge.

Parents and children

Parents are by far the most important people in the lives of their
children, a fact that schools and nurseries have only slowly come
to recognize. Until a few years ago there was an almost complete
split in the way people thought and wrote about young children.
Psychology textbooks and childcare guides addressed to parents
laid great emphasis on the importance of the interaction between
mother and child, almost to the exclusion of other relationships,
while the training of teachers and nursery nurses virtually ignored
the child’s family.

During the 1980s and 1990s the job of the nursery worker in
Britain changed dramatically, so that at least in local authority
nurseries and family centres, there developed an expectation that
the unit would undertake active work with parents, and this was
usually specified in its statement of aims. A whole new vocabulary
has grown up to describe the relationship between caregivers and
parents, although these terms often conceal a good deal of wishful
thinking.

For example, although ‘partnership with parents’ is a popular
aspiration, appearing in many statements of aims and objectives
and promotional literature, the reality is elusive. Gillian Pugh and
Erica De’Ath visited 120 centres to explore the extent to which
services were planned, implemented and delivered in partnership
with families, but as the project progressed ‘so little was identified
that could truly be described as partnership’ that in order to
continue the work at all it was necessary to extend the brief to the
whole area of parent involvement (Pugh and De’Ath, 1989). Daines
and colleagues (1990) came to a similar conclusion in their study
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of Barnardo’s family centres with an explicit commitment to
partnership. They concluded that the power relationship between
professionals and parents was so unequal that partnership in the
sense of mutuality of support, alliance and shared control was not
achievable and should be replaced as an objective by ‘maximum
feasible participation’.

But involvement and participation are also words which can
mean many different things. There is a danger of putting all
families in the position of social work clients rather than people
using a service. Involvement is not seen as a way of enabling
parents to have more influence over how their child is cared for in
the nursery but rather as a means of changing the way they
behave towards the child, ‘improving their parenting skills’
(Draper and Duffy, 2001). Too often, as New and David (1986)
argued, this can mean imposing staff attitudes and values on
people whose class and culture lead them to have quite different
priorities and concerns. When every child in a centre has been
referred explicitly because the care they receive from their family
is considered by somebody to be inadequate, it is difficult for staff
to avoid developing a stereotyped notion of parents, which is one
reason why we are strongly opposed to such segregated provision.

The model we prefer emphasizes the importance of good working
relations with parents in the interests of the child’s wellbeing, but
fully acknowledges the family’s primacy in the child’s world. The
aim is to achieve continuity and consistency for the child, so that
the important thing is to secure the best possible communication
and understanding between the nursery workers and those who
will still provide most of the child’s care. Building good
relationships is essential, but it is easy for ‘involvement’ to become
an aim in itself, siphoning off staff energy which would be better
spent improving the daily experience of the children.

This is in no way to devalue the work of family centres which
provide a variety of services to a local community. The Pen Green
Centre, which miraculously flowered in the left-behind industrial
town of Corby, demonstrates how the needs of parents and
children can be held in balance without either being subordinated
to the other (Whalley, 2001).

It is a matter both of resources and attitudes. A nursery where
the staffing takes no account of anything but the direct care of
children will have difficulty in going through the necessary
processes of consultation, discussion and training, and time given
to work with parents must mean less time for the children. On the
other hand, a child or family centre does provide a natural focus
for a whole range of facilities for health, social interaction, adult
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education and recreation which may improve the quality of life of
the parents and thus, indirectly, of the children. The danger lies in
trying to do too much without appropriate resources, and perhaps
also in trying to impose a single pattern on people with a whole
range of different needs and lifestyles on whom the label ‘parents’
confers a spurious uniformity. 

Combating discrimination

The term ‘parent’ in practice means ‘mother’ nine times out of ten.
We are torn between wanting to write of things as they are and
our strong belief that fathers need to share the upbringing of
children equally with mothers. Early years professionals must
bear some of the responsibility for reinforcing the assumption that
the mother is the primary carer. An example comes to mind of the
health visitor quoted by Brian Jackson (1984), who exclaimed
when a father opened the door with the baby on his shoulder,
‘What are you doing with the baby? Where’s your wife?’ However,
we should recognize that the desire to draw men into the world of
early childhood reflects a value position which the majority of
writers in the field implicitly share, but many other people do not.

In Chapter 9 we have included a discussion of approaches to
antidiscriminatory practice in day care. It is probably true to say
that in social services and education at the time of writing there is
a wide consensus on this subject. Moreover, anti-racism is given
legislative backing by the Race Relations Act, 1976, and the
Children Act, 1989, which acknowledge and offer measures for
counteracting racism in early years provision (Lane, 1990). The
difficulty is that, as with the role of fathers, these views are often
not shared by the population in general, or even by the people who
are victims of discrimination. For example, how does our
commitment to equal opportunities and undifferentiated gender
roles mesh with our commitment to respect parents’ views and
wishes for their children? What do we do when a central aspect of
their culture is to distinguish very clearly between the roles and
responsibilities of men and women and the behaviour considered
appropriate in boys and girls?

We do not believe it possible to take a neutral position because
in our view that simply perpetuates discrimination. An active
antidiscriminatory policy must involve compensating for the
images which constantly surround children in the world outside
the nursery (Siraj-Blatchford, 1992). Yet we must also
acknowledge that what we propose does represent an assertion of
our own values, which may be in conflict with those of others.
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