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ABSTRACT

This small scale qualitative case study explores the experience of being a special
educational needs coordinator (Senco) in a non maintained early years setting*. It is
based on interviews with fifteen women pre school workers and on observations made
both in their places of work and throughout the course of a training programme they
attended with the author. Located within a social constructivist paradigm, grounded
theory techniques are employed to explore the Sencos’ understanding of their role and

their approach to working with children with special needs.

The results of the study indicate that the gendered nature of childcare work, combined
with limited access to the dominant discourse of the ‘Code of Practice’(DfES, 2001) has
led to a different, gendered approach to working with children with special educational

needs, which has much in common with inclusive practice.

The study concludes that this inclusive practice has evolved over time due to the
gendered nature of childcare work and the previous lack of external support. The
transition from being classified as care settings to being education settings is identified
as a threat to this practice though, due to a wider misunderstanding of the non

maintained sector and to the Sencos’ lack of confidence in the value of their own

practice.

Following in the tradition of Hollway (1989) and Taylor (1996) the study is presented
as a dynamic piece of work in which the methodology is not constrained to a single
chapter, but evolves alongside of the project. As such questions of methodology appear
throughout the study and the reader is invited to engage not only with the final product

but also in the research process itself.

* Non maintained early years settings are taken to mean settings other than schools which provide early
years education, for example Private day nurseries, Playgroups and Pre-schools. These settings can be
further divided into two groups - those that have opted to become government funded providers of early
years education (NEF) and those that operate outside of this system. Settings opting to be NEF funded
must fulfil a number of criteria including undertaking Ofsted inspections, delivering the Foundation
Stage Curriculum and having heed to the Code of Practice. All settings involved in this study were NEF

funded non maintained settings.
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INTRODUCTION

WHY HERE? WHY NOW?

This chapter introduces the main area of study and how the project came to be located
in this field. In addition to this, a rationale is given for the dynamic nature of the study
and an explanation given for some of the process techniques employed.

The reader is also introduced in this chapter to the type face that is used throughout the

study to denote personal reflections and musings.



WI_/]M hcm? \A‘hw now?

The story | am about to tell describes an tnvestigation tn to the world of special needs

and non maintained early years provision.

To set the scene, much of my teaching career involved working with children in the
early Years with my interests pertaining largely to issues of curriculum and the
management and implementation of a child centred pedagogy. The philosophy and
practice | encountered tn the early years seemed intuitively right for atl children, not
Just those in the pre school phase. Furthermore, | began to realise that the way in
which nursery education was structured and conceptualised offered huge potential

for the tnelusion of children with special needs.

Despite this, differences in philosophy and practice between myself and colleagues
working with older childrew in school led to an uneasy relationship. | was engulfed
in the general wisunderstanding of the value of early education and the

marginalisation of those working with such young children.

“Children under 3 (but usually up to the age of 5) used to be omitted from
discussions of educational standards - assumed cared for at home or that
carers or practitioners were not concerned for teaching them”

Hurst, 1997, p.xil

This marginalisation was typified by the lack of a definitive term to deseribe the
particular phase of education t was working in. The terms nursery, pre-school and
kindergarten were used interchangeably to describe what happened to children before
they commenced ‘proper school’. There was also a key split between early years
education which was seen as taking place largely within school nurseries, and ‘day

care’ which was seewn to be offered in settings other thaw schools.



on my return to the field some four years later, in my role as Educational
Psyjchologist, | witnessed a startling transformation. The term ‘Early Years’ had
becowme widely used to describe the period of care and education offered to children
between. the ages of 0 - 5 (although perhaps wmore commonly used to describe children
between the ages of 3 - 5) and had broadened to encompass not only sehool based
nurseries, but also a range of other settings such as private day wurseries,

pla Ygroups and child minders.

A Legistative framework had been put tn place to enable such non maintained early
years settings to apply to become ‘validated providers’ of early years education as
well as childeare. t was struck by the rapid tncrease tn the nwnber of early years
providers and the way tn which the full day care service many settings were able to
offer meant that children with special needs would wo longer be catered for
exclusively in LEA settings. tnh my role as Bducational Psychologist | might now
find wyself working across a range of settings with a whole new echelon of Early

Years workers.

whilst previously having seen myself as something of an early years ‘expert’, t was
stunned to realise how limited my experience was. what did 1 actually know about
the non maintained settings? How could  begin to deliver educational psychology
services to this sector ? How did Sewcos in such settings work? This was a world |
really knew very Little about. Thus the focus of the study was born - to tnvestigate

the experience of Sencos in non maintained early years settings.

To stop here would be to tell only part of the story though. Reason and Marshall
(2001) suggest that good research is based ow an expression of a need to change or to
shift some aspect of one's self (p.415). As this somewhat lengthy extract from my

research diary dewmonstrates, there was also a degree of personal wotivation in

undertaking the project:



“Had my tutorial with Tom yesterday. His response to my Literature review
was in essence fine but very dull’. It's written at a level that would be
acceptable and provides a thorough and logical analysis of the situation, and
as such forms an acceptable Literature review - but it’s not his thing and he's
not particularly interested in supervising it. He suggested that maybe, if |
wanted to continue in that veln, | would be better being supervised by one of
the other tutors.

But I'Ve already beew there. As far as | can remember, 've been writing in this
style, and 1've never been challenged about it. That's nothing against the
tutors I've worked with i the past, they've just never really had much to add,
and because 'm very self wotivated, 've just beew Left to get on with it.

But I'Ve never really known what it is that 'w doing that makes it OK. why
is my writing suitable for MEd / M.Sc / EA.D? It's just. beew a stab in the
dark. when one of the new doctorate students asked we if the standard of
work was higher, | replied that  didn't know - t'd just done what 'd always
done and it had been acceptable.

Thinking back, when ( started wmy B. Ed, for most of the time [ only scraped
by - my marks were low average. But then suddenly they changed and my
marks went up to well above average. what happened? why did things
change? - what did 1 start doing differently? It suddenly hit me - that was
when | started to become wore poLLthaLLU aware - the poll tax, antl apartheid,
clause 22 all became part of who | was. This illustrated a shift in the way
viewed the world. | had stopped accepting that politicians and those in
authority were always right and begun to question. Things were no longer
takew at face value and accepted. Assumptions were questioned. This became

part of me and my day to day existence.

This eritical stance represents i essence a move towards soctal constructivist
thinking. The accepted 'truth' or 'veality' doesw't have to be the only one -
there's wore to it than that. Going back to my B.€d work, the gradual
introduction of a critical element into the work changed it from borderline to
a good academic standard (too late in my case - | came out with a poor 2.21).
This awareness of the wneed to recognise and deal with different views of
reality spurred wy interest in and awareness of qualitative research |
approaches. Although | wasw't aware of it, it was this level of critical thinking
that got me through my M.Ed and M.Sc.

But my feeling is that dolng the €d.D should somehow be qualitatively
different. { want to be challenged - ( don't want it to be just the same as my
M.Ed and M.Sc where U'm patted on the head and told that it's very good. So
when Tom suggested that ( go back to one of the other tutors, | was affronted.
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| WANT MORE THAN THAT.

At the same time, | am scared. what if 1| can't do what 'm trying to do? |
dow't have a route map and [ am going into uncharted waters. Getting by
with my current level of thinking has been very comfortable, which is good
for me - ( find criticism hard to take, and wmy vulnerable self-esteem doesn't
take kindly to risk taking. Trying to do something different will Leave me
feeling very exposed.

writing as 've always written, | am In control - | know roughly the
workload t am committing myself to and can gauge the time commitment |
need to wmare to achieve that. Trying to do something different, 1 will no
Longer have that control - I won't be in the driving seat.

Developing a critical (questioning) stance has taken e to the basic Level for
academic work, but to achieve that higher plane, it will need to permente the
whole of my philosophy and practice. That will affect both the planning of
my work, the way in which | conceptualise the research process, how I collect
and analyse the data and how 1 present it. It will include thinking around
the relationship betweew researcher, research subjects and the nature of the
research itself.

tn essence it's @ meta-cognitive approach to the research process. it's Learning
about the learning that 'w doing. It's seeing and verbalising the processes
that are in operation tn my own mind. it's what Holliday (2002) deseribes as
‘showing the workings’. With work 've done before, the 'workings' have been
in my head - I've been (wmore or Less) aware of the issues of power ete., but |
haven't known what to do about them or how to make thew explicit in what
I'm doing. Maybe this is where my work this time becomes qualitatively
different.” Dissertation Journal 6/10/02

Thus, the dissertation tells two storles. Firstly there is the scholarly tnvestigation

tnto the experience of Sencos in now maintained early years settings. Equally, there

is my story - the story of the struggle to evolve and develop as a researcher.

Presenting such a dual story has ot beew easy. in traditional positivistic research,

such a human presence would be viewed as unscientific and as detracting from. the

vatue of the work. Within the social constructivist paradigm however, there is greater

recognition of the difficulties of remaining ‘outside’ of one’s research (willig, 2001).

The way in which the researcher structures the pnject and the way in which s/he
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constructs meaning from the data will all reflect his/ner underlying value

structures.

Rather than trying to ignore or minlmise the voice of the researcher, Taylor (1996)
suggests that the presence of the researcher should be made wmore explicit and open to
examination by the reader. The term ‘personal reflexivity’ is used to describe the
process of reflecting upow the way in which the researcher’s own values, experiences,
interests and beliefs have shaped the research process and vice versa (Holliday,
2002). Burman (1996) argues that acknowledging Subject§\ﬂt5 in this way allows
for a weore honest account of the research subject, as it allows more accountability for

the subjective resources that structure both the research process and ensuing reports.

Thus my presence in the study can be justified in terms of reflexivity. Here in this
opening chapter, t introduce myself. This is we and this is how | come to the research
context. Disclosing personal values and assumptions in this way will allow readers
to experience the research through my eyes, and make their own judgements about
the interpretations | make. Exposing readers to the messiness of the process (Taylor,

1996) and inviting them to share in the unfolding story allows this process to take

place.

Beyond this, Taylor (1996) suggests that:

‘Many traditional academic social science projects are written up in such a
way as to relnforee scientific paradigms of idealised research practice. Such
pleces of work exclude the failures, the difficulties, the learning as you go
along and above all ‘what happened”.” p.10g

To we, the process of carrying out the research and the personal development that has
taken place throughout the project has beew of equal importance to the subject body of
the study). The second, more human story charts both the highs and the lows of the

research process:
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“Yanoo! | feel really elated, excited and enthused to get on with wy
dissertation...” Dissertation Journal 6/6/03

“I've sat on the sitting room floor now for three nights running, surrounded
in a sea of paper and ( still feel totally lost. | can't get my direction and 'm
starting to panic...” Dissertation Journal 2/6/03

As well as contributing to the personal reflexivity embedded in the study, engaging
the veader in such a personal journey invites an emotional attachment and allows

the reader to shave tn and experience the human story of an emergent researcher.

As such the work is typified by an alternation between acadewmic and personal
reflection. Many chapters are prefaced by a personal statement concerning the
production of that particular section. Within the body of two of the chapters there is a
dual element demonstrating emerging thoughts and understanding. Different

typefaces have been used throughout the study to dewmonstrate this process element.
As Reason § Marshall (2001) comment:

“The intellectual competence required for now traditional forms of research s
particularly problematic, because it tuvolves the skill of stepping outside of
the framework of one’s own thinking” p.417

AS @ researcher this has cevtainly been true. Finding an appropriate way of

representing the work and the undertying processes has not beew easy.

“t feel as though 'm going through the pain barrier with my dissertation at
the moment. 1 feel all out at sea. | keep thinking ‘oh, can't ( just take a term
offt’ But | kenow it wouldw't get any easter. I've just got to grit my teeth and
get on with it.” Dissertation Journal 2/6/02

In exposing myself in this way and inviting readers to share in my journey, | feel
very vulnerable. To me, the struggle has been worthwhile. My hope is that the reader

will draw a stwmilar conclusion.
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CHAPTER ONE

SETTING THE SCENE

Combining extracts from the three subsidiary data categories* (‘Working Conditions’

‘Working with Children’ and ‘Staffing Issues’) this chapter provides a vivid insight
into the actual context of the research, for those unfamiliar with the non maintained

sector.

* For a full explanation of the term subsidiary category please see page 85

b4

14



SETTING THE SCENE

Welcome to the World of Non Maintained Early Years Provision

Physical Conditions

The settings visited ranged from privately run day nurseries, to playgroups and included
créeches and work place nurseries. The differences and distinctions between these

categories seemed very subtle and at times confusing:

“It’s hard to know what the distinction is between the various settings. Pre
School / Playgroup /Private day nursery. I'm not clear about what the technical
difference is." Observation Notes, Setting 6

“It’s been here nearly 40 years. It started off as a little nursery school only open
in the mornings. When I got it 14 years ago, we started opening in the afternoon.
It’s only 4 years since we became a day nursery. “ Senco 9

The geographic location of the settings spanned both inner city and rural suburbs of a

northern city. Settings seemed to be scattered randomly across the district.

“The nursery is in a small, converted end terrace that has seen better days. Getting
my things together in the car before the interview, I hear angry voices down the
street. A man is shouting at a little boy (toddler), threatening to leave him if he
doesn't come out of the house straight away. I feel quite uneasy getting out of the
car...” Observation Notes, Setting 3

As with schools, the physical appearance of the different settings varied greatly. Of the
private day nurseries, the majority seemed to be located in converted houses. This was

accomplished with varying degrees of success.

“The nursery is based in a converted house. When I rang the bell, I was escorted
into a carpeted reception area. The rooms off it all seem light and airy."
Observation Notes, Setting 4

“The nursery is in a small end terrace - two rooms downstairs and a double room
upstairs. We talked in the spare downstairs room. The toys were all laid out and it
was very cramped.” Observation Notes, Setting 3

In one case, the nursery was in the basement of a huge inner city chapel which has since

been converted into an upmarket Indian restaurant.
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“The nursery is in the basement - you go down steep steps straight off the street to
get to the door. Inside, the building is on a split level. Downstairs is lit by
reasonable sized windows onto the street above, which was quite pleasant when
the sun was shining..." Observation Notes, Setting 14

In another case, one part of a split site is located in a local shop:

"The building is part of a row of shops on the high street. It still has a plate
glass, shop front window, although the building is obviously a nursery!"
Observation Notes, Setting 5

Many of the settings, particularly the housing conversions had a number of staircases

that would make access difficult:

"The pre school & toddler room is in a fairly small end terrace - and there's a
split level within that - lots of steps and tight corners." Observation Notes,

Setting S
Room size was highly variable depending on the type of building the setting was housed

in. This ranged from fairly generous rooms, through to more cramped conditions:

"There were two rooms upstairs and two rooms downstairs. The upstairs rooms
are joined and can take up to 12 children - that's really scary - there was hardly
room with the 6 that were there." Observation Notes, Setting 3

Of the voluntary groups, the majority of them are housed in multi purpose buildings for
example, church halls, village halls, civic buildings.

“The playgroup is based in a huge Victorian hall in the middle of the village. It
also houses a swimming pool and a dance hall. The outside of the building must
have looked quite grand at one time but now it just looks cold and austere."
Observation Notes, Setting 12

“The playgroup is in a draughty old church hall... I had to walk around and knock
on a couple of doors before I found the right one. Everything seemed locked up. It
looked as though the place had been gutted. There were piles of rubbish at the
gate - broken toys, old stair gates and the like...” Observation Notes, Setting 6
Whilst a few of the settings had access to outdoor areas and in some cases had

developed these to good effect, this was not the norm and many settings had very

limited facilities for outdoor play.
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Resources
The standard and quality of play materials available for the children varied greatly

between settings.

“The toys were all laid out but everything was very cramped. The toys all looked
a bit grubby and ‘past their best™ Observation Notes, Setting 3

The quality of display within settings also varied hugely.

“The planning is displayed on the stairs and landing. There are lots of displays
of work showing the learning intent, but it seems to be mainly adult mass
produced - overwriting or tracing." Observation Notes, Setting 3

“The walls are mushroom coloured and absolutely riddled with holes where
“staples and pins have damaged the plaster. The plaster is interspersed with wall
display boards with children's work on - a combination of 'real' children's work
and some adult guided work" Observation Notes, Setting 12
This didn't always tally with the training or general impression of curriculum
knowledge given by the setting. On one occasion, there seemed to be as many members

of staff engaged with putting up a display as there were interacting with the children:

“There don't seem to be many staff in attendance - two are busy putting up a
new display!" Observation Notes, Setting 14

Ethos
In the settings I visited, the issue of health and safety seemed more prevalent than I

would have expected from my work in schools:

“There were lots of notices around - sugar content in infant juices, what
modelling materials can and can't be used - e.g. no cotton wool; pasta must be
cooked before using for collage..." Observation Notes, Setting 5

"The setting had been freshly painted - Fire doors and safety adjustments were
very visible..." Observation Notes, Setting 5

Although standards of hygiene were generally good, in some settings this was not the

casc:
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“The interview was carried out in the kitchen.... Modern, 'sparkly’ lino floor, but
very grubby - I didn't want to put Eliza (my nine month old daughter) down. As
we talked, we were constantly interrupted by children running through the
kitchen to go to the toilet and back again." Observation Notes, Setting 6

“There was a tiny carpeted area, which was coming unfitted at the edge.....
Carpets and everything looked a bit shabby ... the toys looked a bit grubby."
Observation Notes, Setting 3

On each occasion the Senco had remembered that I was coming and was expecting me.

In the majority of cases, there was a warm welcome:

"I was ushered promptly into the office - the Senco was concermned for my
welfare - offered me coffee etc and choice of chair. She was concerned for Eliza
too: First let’s get her some bricks or something..." Observation Notes, Setting
4

““The Senco was expecting me. She suggests that we go and talk in the baby
room so that Eliza can play with the toys up there.” Observation Notes, Setting 9

Only on one occasion did I feel that there was a slight 'edge’ to the meeting.

"I got the feeling that I was being told off - as she took me down to the big office
in the basement, a comment was made: 'we don't usually allow babies down
here'" Observation Notes, Setting 5

Staffing profile and training

Most of the staff observed working in the settings were in their late teens / early 20s and

without exception all were female. Given the age and sex of the workers, issues around

pregnancy and maternity leave were prominent.

“I haven’t done it for long because the girl that worked here before me left. She
had a baby, came back after maternity and thought that’s it and left." Senco 14

"(I took it on) earlier this year, me and my other colleague but she’s actually
away on maternity leave at the moment."” Senco 3

“We’ve got another worker who does the child care...... she’s off sick. The
worker had been on maternity leave and then she came back and then went off

sick" Senco 7

In all but two of the settings the Sencos were white European women. The only

exceptions to this were in a créche run for an Asian women's centre, and one Senco with

African heritage.
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A number of settings had clear management structures which were largely related to
level of qualification, and length of time in post. Within a number of the private day
nurseries, a 'family tree' showing the people working in the setting and their status and
qualifications was prominently displayed, with photographs of the individuals involved.
Whilst many of the managers I encountered seemed to be actively involved with the
children, this was not the case in all settings. In one particular setting, the manager took

what seemed to be a largely 'executive' role.

“I was met at the door by the nursery manager who was wearing a fitted two
piece suit. Talk about the boot being on the other foot! I had deliberately dressed
casually to try to equalise any inequalities over status, but now it was me feeling
scruffy and un-professional!!" Observation Notes, Setting 5

Most of the settings had staff with a range of qualifications relating to childcare and

early childhood education and a number are actively working to develop their training

profile...

“Janet isn’t here today, she's done a BTech course, and Mandy she's done Level
2 and me and Tracey are working on Level 3. So we’re all qualified." Senco 8

Whilst many of the Sencos described attending short courses attendance seemed to be

reliant on not only personal commitment but also issues within the setting.

“T’ve been on a Senco course and there were two other courses I was supposed
to go on but one of them was cancelled and then I had to cancel as we were short
staffed but there are a few I am supposed to go on over the next few months."

Senco 1

“I’ve been one course. I'm supposed to have been on a course this week at
Shipley Community Centre. But I actually missed it because my little girl was ill
....." Senco 3

Whilst in a number of settings there seems to be a level of co-operation and camaraderie

about the job...

"We have staff meetings monthly, or usually it works out six weekly and I pay
the staff to come in the evening. Well, we close at six so we do it on a Friday
night. One of our teachers is a piano teacher, she works in the week, so it’s
Friday night from six to half past seven. I think that helps. It's very informal.
We don’t have a lot written down." Senco 9
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Planning the Curriculum
In most settings, there seemed to be well developed planning systems and for many

settings, the curricular content of this was explicitly linked to the Foundation Stage

planning documentation:

"I’ve just had a Mum come in this morning to put her boys name down and she
stayed for about half an hour and was asking what we do and she said ‘well
you’re not really like a play group are you’. Because he went to a full time
nursery when she worked full time and she said it’s on a level with that; because
its not Playgroup level any more is it, because of guidelines etc. " Senco 8

However, there were also settings where the curricular intent of the planning was less

obvious and the curriculum knowledge of the staff limited.

"They have an exercise book in which they write the progression. What the
child can do now and what he could do before. So you can just go to that and
know that this child didn't know the colours but now he knows the colours.
They put comments on every child. They’ve got a book, she’ll show you it."

Senco 7

Whilst the planning was on display in a number of settings, this didn't always seem to

be reflected in what was happening in the rooms:

“In the Senco's room, despite the planning, the children seemed to be milling
around without much to do. I don't know whether that was it was getting towards
lunch time, or whether it was general." Observation Notes, Setting 5

All of the settings seemed to have some form of ongoing record keeping for the children

in attendance. This was usually carried out by individuals within the setting:

"That’s what we start with, filled in by the parents. Then we have those as a
quick check and go through other individual. The leaders made these up really
and the observations we do of different areas. One session a week." Senco 6

However, in some settings, this became more of a shared activity although this required

higher levels of organisation and commitment:

"We have early learning goals records. We have a daily book where if anything
special comes up or they done something different, we just have a jotter that we
write it down in and then once a fortnight when the children have gone home on
a Thursday we sit in here and we all have so many allocated children and we
bring the records up to date. If there’s something in the records like, we’ve five
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levels of these records, so we do one per half term if they haven’t achieved it at
the beginning of that half term we’ll be looking out to see if they’ve achieved by
middle or so." Senco 8

Role of the Staff
In most settings, staff seemed to a large extent to be engaged with the children.

However, this was not always the case:

"In the first room, the 3 - 5 year olds are engaged in a colouring activity and
seem to have a large degree of freedom in this (ie no adult input)" Observation
Notes, Setting 14

“The 2 - 3 year olds were watching TV. There are 2 --3 members of staff with
them - one in particular is sitting engrossed watching the TV, There is very little
interaction going on with the children - no mediation of the programme.”
Observation Notes, Setting 14

Also, the content and appropriateness of the activity for the children could on occasions

be questioned:

“As I walked through the room, the chairs were all around in a circle practising
for the Christmas concert. They were nearly all boys, between the ages of 2 - 3.
How long had they been sitting there for?!!" Observation Notes, Setting 8
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEWING THE LITERATURE

This chapter explores the dilemmas of writing a literature review that
demonstrates not only the researcher’s final understanding of the context but that also
reflects the process of this development. As such the chapter is presented as a series of

extracts from the first draft of the literature review, followed by a probing and
questioning of the stance taken. Plain text and italics are used to illustrate this

chronology of initial and later thought.
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embarking upon this project, | was to some extent prepared for the ensuing
difficulties of attempting to write a literature review. Previous experience of carrying
out two other qualitative research projects had wmade the dilemmas of establishing
parawmeters around the literature all too familiar. Despite this understanding, the

experience this time was wo different.

“Bverything seems so vague at the moment... as though t'm walking through
fo9... it makes talking conerently about it to others very difficult. (just have
to keep on going and hope it starts to take shape soon!” Bissertation Journal
10/6/02

one of the threads comtinuing from my previous experience of qualitative studies

was the desive not to specify too early in the study what the key issues might be:

*...it would be me deciding what | think the key issues should be, - enforeing
my views ow the data rather than allowing the data and actors to speak for
thewselves.” Dissertation Journal 5/2/97

with a view to developing a service delivery model to the non maintained early years
sector, the focus of the study was on exploring the experience of being a Senco in
such settings. As such the Literature veview needed to Look at contextual issue such as
recent changes in early years policy, as well as issues of early years practice and

how they relate to children with special needs.

(n Line with this, the background reading had been very wide, so as not to Leave any
avenue unexplored or to discount anything. Strauss and Corbin (1990)
acknowledge that this may give rise to some difficulties. They suggest that whilst
developing a general understanding of the area of study is essential, it doesn't need

to be so specific as to pre-emept or preclude any research findings.

“You will come to the research situation with some background in the
technical Literature...however, there is no need to review all of the Literature
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beforehand, because if we are effective in our analysis new data categories
will emerge that no one has thought of previously” Strauss § Corkin, 1990,
P.50

Strauss and Corbin (1990) go ow to propose that the initial review of the Lliterature
should stimulate what they describe as theoretical sensitivity’ ie: personal awareness
of the subtleties of meaning in the data. The use of technical literature is said to

enhance this scwstt’u/utg:

BY having some fawiliarity with these publications yow have a rich
background of information that sensitises you to what is going on with the
phenomenon You are studying” strauss § Corbin, 1990, p.43

As such, the initial Literature review served its purpose.

Returning to the Literature review some 12 wonths later, having collected and
analysed the data, | was faced with a dilemuma. The data had, as desired, taken on a
Life and direction of its own. This however resulted in much of the content of the
original literature veview now being tncongruous with the emerging focus of the
worR. Whilst still describing the experience of being a Senco in the non maintained
sector, issues that | had not even considered such as the gendered nature of the care

education split had come to the fore.

whilst the logiceal response to this may have beewn to disregard the original literature
review and start again from scratch, | was uneasy with this as an actiown.
Responding in this way would devalue the learning that had gone on and present

the whole project as aw ‘end product’ rather than as a process of continuous

development.

“what has been bothering wme is chronology. My thinking is developing all of
the time and some of the ways in which 1'm thinking now, | hadn't even
thought about when | started wmy Literature review almost two years ago. if |
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tnsert a couple of paragraphs about feminist methodology it's going to stick

out @ wile. The altermative is to change the whole Lot. But then it would Look

as though I've always thought in this way, which iswt true.” Dissertation
Journal 6/10/03

whilst Strauss § Corbin (1990) suggest that a researcher might go back to the
Literature following categorisation in order to discover if a category is there, this
dldnt fully reflect the experience. [ was coming back to the literature and viewing it
from a whole. new standpoint. As Alvesson (2002) describes, the social research
project had beew carried out in a falrly conventional way, but | was now returning to

it and reinterpreting it, establishing different meanings and understandings.

“The mobilisation of radical questioning under the banner of postmodernism
‘offers a strong impetus for us to rethink what we do and see if things can ke
downe differently.” Alvesson, 2002, p.12

Further reading of vesearch wmethodology presented a possible way forward. within
the femdinist research tradition, such a process approach to research is encouraged as
it is thought to increase the authenticity of the project. Rather than hiding this

personal development, within the feminist tradition, it is suggested that this should

be celebrated and made into an integral part of the project.

“Many traditional acadewmic social science projects are writtew up in such a
way as to reinforce the scientific paradigm of idealised research practice.
Such pieces of work exclude the failures, the difficulties, the learning as you
go along and above all, what actually happened.” Taylor, 1996, p.10g

Thus, there was a way that much of the original Literature review could be preserved,

but at the same time new emerging thinking exposed. BY posing a series of

questions about wmy original thinking, coherence could be waintained whilst -

preserving the integrity of the work.

Despite this, | was still uneasy about the way forward. tn order to explore the
findings and to justify the approach to the research process itself, the study was

drawing more and more on feminist writings.
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“l dow't feel that | know enough about the politics of this (feminist research /
psychology). f 1 went down this route, | would wneed to write Like Erica
Burman or other feminist psychologists but | don't know that  feel
comfortable in that style. Couldn't ( just do it as me? Or would that be too
incongruous - radical feminist ideas and deconstructions tn a nown radical
feminist sort of way?” dissertation Journal 4/10/02

Thus, the study ground to a halt. The enormity of rethinking the project and the
lack of comgruence between the way the vesearch was leading and my own core

values rendered me bmpotent.

“t feel disempowered by the feminist psychologists. That 1 dont have any
authority to speak. | don't know enough - t'm just working from the
experience of the Sencos | tnterviewed.” Dissertation Journal 4/10/03

But wasw't this a replaying of exactly the same situation | had teen describing for
the women in my study? The notion of the ‘expert’ feminist psychologist was
leading to a devaluation wmy own experience and tnsight. why shouldwnt | write as

me? Couldn't | take from the different traditions what 1 need without having to pass

myself off as an expert?

So where did this leave the study? n developing theoretical sensitivity, the original
Literature veview had led to an increased understanding of the changes that had
taken place in the early years and the situations the Sewcos wmight find thewmselves
in. This would help contextualise the experiences of the Sencos and focus readers in
on the current early years context. At the same time in returning to the literature
review and questioning some of the underlying assumptions initially made, the

door would be open to & wmore insightful interpretation of the ensuing data.

At last there was a way forward.
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REVIEWING THE LITERATURE

The Development Of Theoretical Sensitivity.

What Do We Currently Know About Non Maintained Early Years Provision?

Academics and commentators on the early years have long since berated the state of

such provision in this country. Moss & Penn (1996) comment:

“Early Childhood services are fragmented, inflexible, incoherent and full of
inequalities, unable to meet the changing and varied needs of families. They rely
on a workforce most of whom are poorly paid and poorly trained. Like many
other parts of the national infrastructure early childhood services suffer the
consequences of chronic under funding.” Moss & Penn, 1996, p.87

These concerns reflect earlier political and social studies (e.g. Rumbold Report (DES,
1990); Ball, 1994) which also identified concerns. In 1996, the Labour Party published
a policy document ‘Early Excellence’, bringing together many of these criticisms,
whilst at the same time proposing a model for development. This policy document was
later to enter the statute books as a part of the ‘Excellence in Schools' documentation
(DfEE, 1997). In addition to this, ‘Early Excellence’ was to form the basis of the key
policy document: Meeting the Childcare Challenge (DfEE, 1998).

Based on previous evidence, Meeting the Childcare Challenge (DfEE, 1998)
highlighted a triad of difficulties relating to early years provision. These difficulties can

be summarised as follows:

1) Quality

The report found that the quality of childcare was highly variable between settings. A -
number of other studies (e.g. Moss & Penn, 1996; Hevey & Curtis, 1996) also found
quality in day care settings to be particularly poor. This is attributed largely to the level

of training and status afforded to those working with children in the early years.

“Low levels of training, poor pay, third rate conditions of employment are a
statement about how society views both young children and those working with
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them. It is also a recipe for a variety of ills including high staff turnover and
instability for children, poor quality provision and exploitation of a
predominantly female workforce.” Moss & Penn, 1996, p.105

Hevey & Curtis (1996) suggest that 97% of those working with young children are
women, most of whom have family responsibilities of their own. Many are said to work

part time, some as unpaid volunteers; wages are said to be low and turnover rates high.

Blenkin & Yue (1994) attempted to profile the professional training of staff working in
early years settings. They found that 65.7% lacked any specific training. Levels of
initial training were low — 19.3% having a degree level qualification, 20.9% NNEB and
0.9% a higher degree. In addition to this, they found that many workers received little or

no in -service training and there were few incentives to undertake any further training.

“One is forced to conclude that this lack of concern over training and
qualifications for what are in reality highly responsible roles...reflects confused
and out-dated public attitudes which commonly regard the care of young
children as an extension of the mothering role...Such attitudes in turn reinforce
the low status of early years work, helping to keep pay low and turnover high.”
Hevey & Curtis, 1996, p.212

Whitbrook, Howes & Phillips (1989) in their study into quality in American childcare
settings concluded that the quality of early learning was being severely damaged by

factors such as massive staff turnover, due largely to poor pay and conditions and lack

of training opportunities.

2) Access to Childcare

‘Meeting the Childcare Challenge’ (DfEE, 1998) suggested that there was a shortage
nationally of childcare places and that parents’ access to these places was being

hampered by poor information about what was available.
Moss & Penn (1996) describe how traditionally, early years services have fallen into

one of three categories: i.e. Care (e.g. private day nurseries, nannies, childminders etc);

Welfare (e.g. Social Services Nurseries) or Education (e.g. nursery schools and classes).
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Within each category, a range of publicly and privately funded settings are identified,
alongside of both voluntary and non-profit making institutions. Depending on the type
and designation of the setting, they suggest that there will be differences in: governing
legislation, administration, admissions policies, values & philosophies, staffing levels,
age range catered for, hours of attendance and cost and funding arrangements. The
outcome of this is an idiosyncratic pattern of services, with access depending on

geographical location and personal circumstance.

“Nursery education represents a limited service — part time, short term for a
narrow range of children; predicated on a view of mothers at home available to
look after their children...” Moss and Penn, 1996, p. 97

3) Cost of Childcare

The cost of childcare was found to be prohibitive in many circumstances, unless parents
were able to access service provided by the local council, or were eligible for more
specialist services such as social services day care. Goffin (1998) explores what he
terms the ‘trilemma’ of early years services, focusing on affordability, availability and
quality. The trilemma arises when changes in any one of the three elements leads to a
subsequent change in the other two. For example, if the price of nursery provision is
increased, it becomes less accessible for many families. Improving quality of provision

leads to it becoming more expensive and hence less accessible to many families.

As such, the picture of early years provision in this country at the end of the 20™ century
seemed bleak. Whilst examples of outstanding practice could be found, due to training
and other historical factors, quality was largely poor. Availability of provision varied
greatly and even when services were available, the costs involved made it prohibitive to

many families.

Summary 1a: Non maintained early years provision has historically been epitomised by

variable quality, poor working conditions and unequal access.
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Hold On! Let’s Go Back A Bit_So You’'re Saying That Women Do Most Of This
Work And They’re Not Doing A Very Good Job Of It...

Penn (1998) in a research study of students training to work in childcare found the
students to be almost exclusively female and subsequently named childcare as amongst

the most gendered of all professions. How has this situation arisen?

Marks (1996) proposes that the notion of occupations as bodiless, gender neutral
constructs is misguided, and that instead, categories of workers are divided, amongst

other ways along gender lines in terms of the distribution of labour, space, power and

activity.

“The public domain of work exists in relation to and thus reproduces the
divisions within the private sphere, through the gendered distribution of power
and knowledge.” Marks, 1996, p.126

There has been a longstanding cultural association between woman and discourses of
care. Burman (1996) suggests that such positioning is axiomatic of the positions women
have been accorded over the generation, within patriarchal relations. Thus, the social
positioning of women as carers has come to have powerful significance for the
construction of female identity, with caring providing external evidence of
‘womanliness’ (Marks, 1996). Walkerdine (1990) proposes that such socially
constructed roles come to be subjectively experienced by women and as such become
‘lived as fact'. Penn’s (1998) study of childcare students clearly demonstrates this
notion of socially constructed gender positions becoming fact. A large number of the
students felt that they brought intrinsic talents to the job and that this talent was at least
as important, if not more important than any knowledge they acquired through the

course of training.

“Mothering is natural, it's an instinct, it comes naturally to most mothers... ”

“...it's intrinsic to being a woman”

Cameron, Moss, & Owen (1999) suggest that such views of women as carers not only
influence the ways in which the women view themselves, but moreover form the

backbone of childcare provision in this country:
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“The context of childcare work is structured by policy (both national, such as
legislation and guidance, and local, including internally devised ways of
working) based on notions of tradition and ‘the natural’ and underpinned by
dominant ideologies of caring.” Cameron, Moss, & Owen, 1999, p.167

Penn (1998) concludes that the limited, feminised view childcare workers have of their
role, combined with the gendered nature of the work suggests that the current situation

is unlikely to change in the near future.

But Why Is The Quality Of Provision So Poor?

This may relate in part to the nature of childcare in this country. In contrast to a
number of Scandinavian and European countries, where childcare is provided largely
by the state, in Anglo-American society childcare is largely the province of voluntary or
private providers (Penn, 1998). As such the questions of quality are based on financial
rather than philanthropic prerogatives. Also, lack of consensus over the purposes of
early childhood education and care make any agreement over what constitutes quality
difficult. The notion of natural, scientifically established attributes of childhood which

aspiring practitioners need to know about in order to inform practice is gradually being

eroded.

“By drawing on abstract maps of children’s lives and thus decontextualising the
child, we are losing sight of children, their lives, their concrete experiences and
their capabilities.” Dahlberg, 1999, p.36

Faced with this dilemma over what constitutes quality in early education and care,
Dahlberg (1999) suggests that discourses on quality tend to lead to questions of a
technical nature, aimed at standardisation, predictability and control. Examples of this

are organisational features (e.g. space, staffing levels), child development outcomes,
later educational achievement and parental satisfaction. Thus, in settings where there is .

a clear financial imperative, the children’s actual experiences may subsequently suffer.

In addition to this structured view of quality, Prosser (1992) identifies a number of
process characteristics of quality early education and care. These focus largely on
developing a secure, loving environment and emotional as well as intellectual growth.

Clarke-Stewart (1992) echoes this, highlighting critical factors relating to the quality of
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provision, the most important of which is the behaviour of the caregiver. Clarke-Stewart
reports that the most effective caregivers have the following characteristics: they are
responsive, positive, accepting, informative and give choices. This is contrasted with a
more custodial, demeaning role whereby children are directed and controlled. This
mirrors earlier work of Tizard and Hughes (1984) which identifies sensitivity as one of
the key factors in working with young children. Sensitivity is interpreted as having an
awareness of children’s behaviour, being able to respond promptly and engaging and
talking with them as part of every day business e.g. shopping. Woollett and Phoenix
(1991) suggest that the conditions under which such sensitivity can be achieved
constitute a scientific justification for mothers and not fathers to stay at home with

young children.

Penn (1998) records how the qualities of patience, kindness, understanding tolerance,
flexibility consistency and reliability are frequently cited as qualities women bring with
them to childcare, rather than qualities acquired by training. When such qualities
correspond so closely to the factors identified by both Prosser (1992) and Clark-
Stewart (1992) how is it that quality in settings can be so low? Moyles and Suschitzky
(2000) suggest that this may in part be due to the criteria against which the notion of
quality is judged. In observing differentially trained adults operating in the same

settings, they observe:

“Teachers exhibit more of the characteristics identified by Ofsted than either of
the two other groups (ie nursery nurses and classroom assistants). The
implication of this is that they would be in a better position to provide quality
learning experiences for children.” Moyles and Suschizky, 2000, p.129

However, on more careful inspection it was clear that each group had different
strengths. The teachers placed greater emphasis on the underlying processes of the
child's learning, the nursery nurses gave greater focus to the child as a whole and

classroom assistants concentrated more on products. As such each group had a distinct ‘
contribution to make. Clark Stewart (1992) suggests that when practitioners have taken
more training in child development they develop an academic orientation which
translates in the daycare classroom into an emphasis on school activities (e.g. reading
or counting) to the exclusion of activities to promote social and emotional development.

As such, in some cases more could be seen as less. Moyles & Suschizky (2000) raise the
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question of whether the competencies of differentially trained adults can or should be
measured against the same criteria. The same question could also be asked of the
different settings providing early education and care. To measure them using only one

set of criteria may miss out the variety of qualities the different sectors bring.

Summary 1: Whilst women have been positioned into the role of carer this has now
become ‘lived as fact’ with women believing that their gender predisposes them for
childcare work. Whilst quality in childcare has been criticised, this needs to be
viewed in the light of public policy relating to childcare and the notion of what
constitutes quality in early education and care.

What Changes Have Taken Place In The Early Years And What Difference Have
They Made?

The National Childcare Strategy

The National Childcare Strategy emerged from the Green Paper ‘Meeting the Childcare
Challenge’ and demonstrates the government’s commitment to development in the early

years. The aim of the Green Paper is cited as being:

“To ensure good quality, affordable childcare for children 0 — 14 in every
neighbourhood, including both formal childcare and support for informal
arrangements. The strategy is founded on a commitment to promoting the well
being of children, offering equal opportunities for parents especially women and
supporting families in balancing work and family life.” DfEE, 1998

The key objectives of the strategy are cited as being: to increase quality of early years
provision; to make childcare more affordable and to make childcare more accessible.

The Early Years Development and Childcare Partnership

The policy paper ‘Early Excellence’ included the recommendation that each local
authority should create an ‘Early Years Partnership’ which would draw up an Early
Years Development Plan. The subsequent legislation in connection with ‘Meeting the
Childcare Challenge’ (DfEE 1998) expands on this notion of partnership, recognising

the need to combine both care and education, thus requiring local authorities to develop
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‘Early Years Development and Childcare Partnerships,” (EYDCPs). The EYDCP is
charged with the responsibility, at local level of bringing together the various strands of
legislation emanating from the National Child Care strategy and other sources and

developing a plan as to how the government’s targets will be met.

Improving Quality and Access

In order to address the criticisms of existing early years provision, a number of
measures were introduced and have, to a large extent been successful in bringing about
the desired changes. Margaret Hodge (2001) describes how since 1997, seventy
thousand new childcare places have been created across private day nurseries,
childminders and out of school clubs. The benefits that these settings are able to offer,
in terms of hours of work and being open all year round mean that an increasing number
of parents are opting for such non maintained rather than school based provision for
their pre school children. This trend has been further encouraged by the introduction of
the Nursery Education Grant (NEG) system, which enables parents to offset the costs of
non maintained provision for three and four year old children. At the same time, the
NEG system has also been influential in increasing the quality of non maintained
provision. In order to register for NEG, settings have to meet a number of quality
control criteria including undergoing inspection by Ofsted. This in itself introduces the
requirements for settings to deliver the Foundation Stage Curriculum (DfEE, 2000) and
to operate within the Code of Practice (DfES, 2001)

Summary 2a: The National Childcare Strategy has introduced a number of measures to
address issues of quality and access. These include establishing Early Years
Development and Childcare Partnerships to coordinate provision and developing a

framework to encourage settings to work within the Foundation Stage.

So Why All This Interest In The Early Years?

As described in the previous section, the historical situation relating to early years

provision in this country paints a bleak picture. Issues around young children, low pay

34




and a predominantly female workforce seem to offer little political capital. So why have

the early years become so important?

Burman (1994) describes how in the period following the Second World War, the notion
of ‘home and hearth’ was strongly promoted in order to encourage women to vacate
their paid employment to provide jobs for servicemen returning from abroad. Much of
this argument .was predicated on psychological theories which supposedly
demonstrated that children would suffer long lasting psychological damage through
being separated from their mothers. Bowlby (1969) suggested that maternal care was
essential to developing firm attachments and any separation through either death,
temporary separation or daycare would be equally traumatic and significant for the
young child. Thus the roles of devoted mother and working women came to be seen as
divergent and incompatible, with any later moral or psychological aberrations being

attributed to the mother (Burman, 1994). As such the need for childcare was for many

yéars diminished.

Whilst such theories have since been refuted (e.g. Rutter, 1981; Tizard, 1991)
associated taboos about women and work have been perpetuated over a number of
years. Brannan (1999) describes how as recently as 1979, only 24% of women returned
to work within the first nine months of childbirth. This trend is changing though. In a
comparative study Brannan (1999) found the number of women returning to work
within the first nine months had increased to 67% in 1991. The National Childcare
Strategy (DfEE, 1998) also clearly demonstrates this trend. The documentation
describes how over the past 10 years, the number of mothers of pre school children
returning to work has risen from 32 - 51%. However, the document goes on to describe
how this number is being restricted due to demographic changes. Mothers are less
likely to have extended family close by to provide informal childcare and instead they
need to rely on formal childcare arrangements. Poor access to childcare is cited as .
being one of the key factors afffecting the working habits of lone parents. In those
countries where formal childcare is more readily available such as Italy, France and

Sweden, up to 70% of lone mothers are said to be in work, compared to only half this

number in the UK.
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“In many households, managing employment and family life depends on the
mother finding a job whose hours, both in terms of length and when worked fit
in with the limited childcare arrangements that are available, affordable and
acceptable.” Moss & Penn, 1996, p.127

Given the goals of reducing levels of unemployment, and increasing the participation.of
women in the labour market it starts to become clear why early years education and
care has become an important issue for all of the main political par"ties. The more
women employed, the greater the family income (i.e. less reliance on benefits) and

hence the greater savings and income to the exchequer.

As such an increase in women's employment can be seen as being due to the needs of

the economy, the workforce and a skills shortage:

“Suddenly, industry is interested in childcare initiatives and flexible working
hours to enable mothers of young children to remain in employment.” Lewis,
1991 p.197

Thus although the changes in the early years serve an emancipatory purpose for women

and may be founded on a benevolent model of child development this must not be

allowed to disguise the underlying motives of such interest.

“One wonders how visionary the new left vision is... some would claim it is very
difficult for politicians to be visionary, driven as they are by political expediency
and global markets” Abbott & Moylett, 1999, p.27

Summary 2b: Whilst changes in the early years might be applauded at many
levels, the underlying motives and assumptions relating to the position of women
in work and in society must not be overlooked.

What Is It About The Early Years? Pedagogy And Practice,

In Taking up the Nursery Education Grant, early years care settings commit themselves
to working within the Foundation Stage and as such make the transition from being care
to being education establishments.
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The Foundation Stage documentation describes how it aims to ensure quality practice

across all early years providers, stating:

“All settings and schools that receive grant funding for the education of children
between the ages of 3 — 5 are required to plan activities and experiences that will
help children to make progress in their development and learmng ” QCA /
DfEE, 2000, p8

But what is the qﬁality practice that is referred to? What is the basis of good early years
education? Blenkin & Kelly (1987) argue that the prime concern of education should be
to develop to the maximum the potential of every child to function as a human being.
This view of ‘education as development’ is common to most early years trained
teachers. Within early years’ philosophy, both the empiricist view of the child as an
empty vessel to be filled ( e.g. Scheffer, 1967) and the nativist view that children are pre
prograxﬁmed to unfold in certain directions (e.g. Chomsky, 1976 ) are rejected. Instead,
an interactionist stance is taken, whereby a child’s development is seen as an interaction
between environmental events and maturationally generated behaviours (Bower, 1974).
This implicitly places the teacher not as a giver of knowledge but as a facilitator,
engaging children so that they can develop strategies and respbnses to shape their own
development (Bruce, 1987). Such a stance has implications for both what counts as

knowledge and how a child’s development is affected.

In considering what constitutes good practice in the early years, Bruce (1987) identifies
a number of key principles which she suggests guided the practice of the pioneers of
early years education‘ (e.g. Montessori; Steiner; Froebel.) and should continue to guide
practice for young children today. Underpinning these principles is the work not only of
Piaget (e.g. 1969), but also Bruner (e.g. 1977) and Vygotsky (e.g. 1978).These

principles include:

e The need to consider the whole child;

e The need to develop intrinsic motivation ie balancing child and adult initiated
tasks;

e Taking what children can do ( rather than what they can’t do) as the starting

point for development;
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e Emphasising the central importance of people ( children and adults) with whom
a child interacts;
e Viewing a child’s development as an interaction between the child and the

environment that s/he is in.

Desbite these guiding principles, studies cited earlier in this chapter suggest that much
practice in early years settings has been of poor quality. Some of this will certainly
relate to the training, experience and working conditions of early years practitioners.
Lally (1991) proposes that much previous poor practice has related to practitioners

misunderstanding the underlying principles of early years work:

Dowling (1992) suggests that today there is a need for even closer scrutiny of practice,
to ensure that nursery education is recognised and valued. As such the establishing of
the ‘Foundation Stage’ and the ‘Early Leaming Goals’ (QCA, 2000) has been largely
wélcomed. Rather than being purely skills based, the Foundation Stage has a greater
emphasis on play and early experience. Curriculum areas such as ‘Communication’,
‘Language and Literacy’ and ‘Knowledge and Understanding of the World® are broad

and allow for the individual patterns of learning different children may have.

“Young children will have had a wide range of different experiences and will
have a wide range of skills and interests when they join a setting or
school...They will need a well planned and resourced curriculum to take their
learning forward and provide opportunities for all children to succeed in an
atmosphere of care and feeling valued.” QCA, 2000, p8

Thus, the Foundation Stage combines the need to develop a more rigorous approach to
curriculum planning whilst at the same time adhering to the underlying principles which
have guided Early Years practice through the years (Mortimer, 2002). The requirement
that all settings in receipt of nursery grant funding adhere to the requirements of this

legislation ensures some consistency of approach and purpose between private and

public settings.

Summary 3a: Early years education is founded on the interactionist principles of Bruner
and Vygotsky. As such, a child centred model of practice has evolved. The requirement
that all settings in receipt of Nursery Education Grant funding adhere to the
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requirements of the Foundation Stage legislation ensures some consistency of approach

and purpose between school based and non maintained settings.

So That All Seems Quite Straight Forward Then. Early Years Education Is Grounded

In Developmental Psychology And A Child Centred Approach, Which Is Good.

Or is it? It’s true that the link between a child centred pedagogy and developmental

psychology is axiomatic.

“Practices such as particular pedagogies and forms of schooling aren't just
applications of a scientific approach, but should be understood as centrally and
strategically implicated in the possibilities of developmental psychology.”
Walkerdine, 1984, p.154

So in accepting the pedagogic practices of early years we are in effect colluding with
the values and assumptions implicit in the discipline of developmental psychology.
Burman (1996) cautions against such wholesale acceptance suggesting that the shape
of the discipline of developmental psychology is structured through an inherently
gendered agenda. This reinforces Walkerdine'’s (1984) claim that developmental
psychology is premised on a set of truth claims which are historically and culturally

specific, and not the only or necessary way to understand children.

Central to both developmental psychology and early years practice is the notion of the
gradually unfolding child. Whilst Piaget’s notion that this will happen for all children,
given the right environment has more recently been eclipsed by the more interactionist
stance of Vygotsky and Bruner, Piaget's notion of a developmental stages remains

influential in pedagogic practice.

“Pedagogic practices are totally saturated with the notion of a normalised -
sequence of development, so those practices help produce children as objects of
their gaze.” Walkerdine, 1984, p.155

What such a staged model of development neglects are the social and cultural practices
which construct our notion of appropriate and normal development. This relates not

only to the Eurocentric notion of what childhood represents and how children should

39



behave (Miller, 2000) but also to the gendered practices implicit within this. Assumed
differences due to the timing of unfolding cognitive strengths do not account for the

ways in which adults differentially shape and control their interactions with children.

“Cultural norms organise ways that as adults we alter our interactional style

depending on what we think appropriate for a girl or a boy of a certain age.”
Bird, 1999, p.18 ‘

This becomes an issue when normative judgements, based on a model of developmental
stages are used to divide and classify children. Those not conforming to the given

developmental time frames will be found wanting (Burman, 1996).

Dahlberg (1999) proposes that: ‘post modern children are inscribed in multiple and
overlapping identities in whose construction they are active participants’ (p.57).
Accepting this view has implications for both pedagogy and practice. Woodhead (1998)
sets out the features of what he believes a more contextually sensitive approach would

include, such as:

o Practice based on local variations in children's growth, age and individuality;

e The social context of their care;

o Their roles and responsibility within the community;

e Patterns of communication language;

e Recognition of cultural difference;

e Recognition that children learn in a variety of ways; -

o And that the teacher’s role is adapted to the resources available and the

standards, values and social environment of the local community.

In making such criticisms, there is the danger though that we might throw the early .
years baby out with the bathwater. There are difficulties associated with the social and -
cultural assumptions of the pedagogy’s developmental psychology base. However,
contrasted with educational approaches emphasising petfdﬁnance in terms of the
achievement of standard forms of accreditation with a fixed curriculum divided into
specific disciplines and with formal teaching methods ( Burman, 1994), early years

practice has much to recommend it. Whilst endorsing the fundamental principles of -
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early years education, it is admissible to challenge some of the long accepted
assumptions, practices and beliefs associated with this pedagogy and consider them in

relation to diverse social and cultural contexts.

And All Of These Early Year Settings Deliver The Same Early Education Then?

Well, yes and no. The inception of Nursery Education‘ Grant scheme was intended to
introduce an element of choice for parents and stimulate a market economy approach to
early years education. In order for this to work though, there had to be some baseline -
some agreement about what counted as education. In order to achieve this, settings that
had previously been seen as mainly providing private day care were offered a route to
be able to offer early years education as well as care. Thus, through going through a
process of registration, including adopting the Foundation Stage curriculum any setting
could become a validated provider of early years education. In achieving this status,
validated settings technically achieved equivalent status to school based provision.
Prior to this, things were very different. There was a definite care / education split. We

have already established that ‘caring’ is a heavily gendered profession that women are

cultured into:

“Femininity is a construct, the contours of which reflect the intersections of a
variety of institutional power relations” Burman, 1996, p.3

Whilst caring is established as ‘women’s work’, education in contrast, with its roots in
scientific thought and psychology is most certainly male in. gender. Burman (1994)
highlights the significance of how the ‘child study movement’ of which Piaget was a
part ‘observed’ children. A gendered division was created in the establishment of
developmental theory and pedagogic practice. Men were seen as having the necessary
detachment and rationality to engage in scientific endeavour, with women being seen as
too sentimental to participate (Burman, 1994). Thus within the current context, .
discourses on care play a key role in allotting participants into gendered subject
positions. Childcare as a female gendered occupation is subjugated to the dominant

discourse of education.

Penn (2000) describes how this is played out in recruitment to training courses, with

average or high achieving women being directed towards teaching, and lower ability
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students being directed to childcare. The logic behind this, assumedly is that teaching is
a theoretical and academic arena, whereas childcare is instinctual. As Walkerdine
(1984) demonstrates, such notions go on to become ‘lived fiction’, with childcare
students regarding the knowledge input on courses, relating to child development

prescriptive and superfluous.

“Childcare students tend to see themselves as naturals building on their
Dpersonal experiences in looking after children, and see their strengths as lying
in their everyday practice rather than in the acquisition and application of
knowledge about children.” Penn, 2000, p.104

Despite not valuing the theoretical aspects of the course, childcare students expressed
the view that jobs in schools or local authority day nurseries were most prestigious, as
they offered more status and respectability. The job that was ranked most highly was

that of hursery nurse in a school, where by proxy the child care worker was seen as a
teacher (Penn, 2000).

Moyles and Suschitzky (2000) describe how when working in the same settings
education and care staff go to great lengths to be seen to be doing the same job.
However, in exploring this further, they come to the conclusion that although equal at
practical and procedural levels this equality does not extend to theoretical or
conceptual understanding of the nature of the work. Thus, although working and
delivering technically equivalent early years education the experience is in fact very

different, due to issues of gender and training. This leads Penn (2000) to conclude:

“Heavily gendered attitudes amount to the devaluing of theory and
professionalism. If childcare is natural then the theory and knowledge of
practice and the ethics and standards associated with professionalism are to an
extent superfluous.” Penn, 1998, p.30

Summary 3b: Whilst technically delivering the same curriculum and early
education experiences, gendered attitudes and differential training ensure that the
experiences in maintained and non maintained settings remain different.
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Responding To Children With Special Needs: Inclusive Principles And Early

Years Practice.

In becoming validated providers of early years education, settings commit themselves to
paying heed to the Code of Practice. As such they are required to put in place a Senco
and operate within the staged model of the Code of Practice.

Traditionally, special education has been located within a behaviourist paradigm
(Farrell, 1992), which has led to the development of parallel pedagogy between
specialist and mainstream educational practices. This in turn has made the transition to

more inclusive approaches difficult to achieve (Dyson, 2001).

In contrast, early years education has been based firmly on social / cognitive theories of
learning, taking as its mainstay the writings of Piaget, Vygotsky and Bruner.
Recognising and responding to children’s individual learning needs is widely seen as
being central to good early years practice (Dowling, 1992). This notion of responding to
the diversity of all students is often cited as the hallmark of inclusive education
(Stainbeck & Stainbeck, 1990; Wheldall, 1995). As such, Sencos working within early
years settings should be ideally suited to pursue an inclusive approach. Four key

elements of early years practice can be seen as contributing to the development of such

an inclusive stance.

1) The Role of the Learner

Booth et al (2000) writing on inclusive education state that:

“Diversity is not viewed as a problem to be overcome but as a rich resource to
support learning for all.” p.12

Within early years settings, the child is seen as the essential starting point of any
learning, with prior knowledge and experience being very much respected and valued.
This is reflected in the way in which activities are planned to reflect individual
children’s interests and experiences. The early years curriculum encourages children to

be active learners and most activities are presented in such a way as to allow children to
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explore, experiment and learn at their own rate. Harris, writing on creating effective
learning environments for all children cites this as being a crucial to effective teaching

and learning.

“Effective teaching and learning was stimulated and strengthened when there
was an attempt to involve pupils actively in the learning process...” Harris,
1996, p.63 '

2) The Role of the Adult,

Within the early years, the adult’s role has two major aspects ie planning the learning
environment and facilitating the children’s learning. The teacher needs to plan and
resource the learning environment in order to maximise learning opportunities for all
children. Long-term planning will include deciding what areas of learning will be on
offer and what resources will be on offer there to promote learning. Short and medium
term planning involve planning for the delivery of the curriculum but also allowing

interests and learning needs of individual students to be followed up.

Providing a responsive context in which learning can occur is regarded by Wheldall &
Glynn (1988) as being central to a more inclusive approach to learning, going on to

state that it is:

«...essential for the teacher to be interactively responsive to the children’s
intentions.” Ibid, p.132

This is echoed by Farrell (1992) who suggests:

“The role of the teacher is to encourage the child’s active interaction with the
environment, by picking up cues from the pupil instead of sticking directly to
the flow of activities.” Ibid, p.146

Vygotsky (1978), in particular emphasised the role that more learned others have to
play in extending thought in young children .This is expanded upon by Bruner (1966)
and Wood (1988) who use the term ‘scaffoldirig’ to describe how an adult / teacher
might work with a child.



Whilst scaffolding is frequently taken to refer to the teacher / adult, Vygotsky stresses
that this role can be carried out by anyone at a more advanced stage of development e.g.
other children. Ainscow (1995) as well as nursery theorists such as Dowling (1992)
point out that other children within the setting can be skilfully employed, through
pairing or small group work to support the learning of other children.

“Young children do not come into a setting in a neat package of social,
emotional, physical and intellectual development...The strategies used in
learning and teaching should vary and should be adapted to suit the needs of the
child.” DfEE, 2000, p.22

Both the role of planner and learning facilitator depend to a large extent on the adult
being very familiar with the developmental level and interests of all the individuals
within the setting. In order to achieve this, a vigorous approach to record keeping is
needed'..Mortimore et al (1988) cite this as being one of the factors leading to a school
being more effective. In early years settings, written observations are frequently used to
noté new skills as they are observed, and this information is then used to inform future
planning and guide the adult in scaffolding the learning of the individual at the correct

level.

3) The Learning Environment

Whilst compulsory schooling has become increasingly subject led, within early years
settings, the environment continues to be divided into broad areas of interest which
provide cross curricular learning potential. Whilst being officially sanctioned by the
Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage (DfEE, 2000) this is also recognised as
being a success factor in inclusive settings (Vlachou & Barton,1994).A typical early
years setting will have large and small construction areas, sand and water, home area,
technology and painting all permanently available. Within each area, there will be a
range of books and writing materials, in addition to the standard equipment associated '
with that area, to allow the development of reading, writing and number to be

incorporated into the play in a situation that is meaningful to the child.

In addition to this, the learning environment is frequently structured in such a way as to

encourage the children to be responsible for planning and resourcing their own learning.
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All materials are visible and accessible, and templates / marked boxes on the shelves
allow equipment to be returned to its correct place after use. Similarly, menial
administrative tasks such as registering are kept to a minimum through the use of self-
registration systems. Whilst developing the autonomy and confidence of individual
children in the setting, planning the learning environment in this way frees the adults
from many of the low level organisational tasks, thus allowing more time for interaction

with the children and to support their learning.

“Unless children take on some of the responsibility for what goes on, there will
be no possibility of the adults having the freedom to work with individuals or
small groups.” Hurst, 1991, p.87

This is echoed by Ainscow & Florek (1989) who describe how in order to meet
individual needs, all available resources within the classroom will need to be used, for
example allowing children to access their own learning resources. Ainscow (2000)
suggests that in order to produce a more responsive classroom, administrative routines

should be kept to a minimum.

“At the heart of the (inclusion) process is an emphasis on making better use of
resources, particularly human resources, in order to foster and support more
welcoming and supportive classroom contexts.” Ainscow, 2000, p.3

4) The Early Years Curriculum.

Whereas the traditional behavioural model of learning regards ‘knowledge as sequential
and hierarchical (Clark & Easen, 1993), cognitive theorists see learning as being more

holistic:

“The early years curriculum is concerned with the child and the context or
setting in which the learning takes place, as well as the content of the learning.”
The Early Years Curriculum Group, 1989, p.27

This is reflected in the ‘Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage’ (DfEE, 2000).
The Foundation Stage curriculum is organised into six broad areas of learning, to help
practitioners plan the environment, activities and experiences for children in the setting.
The guidance is clear though that this Should not be used in a rigid way:
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“This does not mean that all of young children’s learning is divided up into
areas. One experience may provide a child with opportunities to develop a
number of competencies, skills and concepts across several areas of learning”
DAEE, 2000, p.26

Also, the value of prior learning and experience is recognised and practitioners are
advised that this knowledge of individual children should guide the planning and
delivery of the curriculum. Again, this is recognised by advocates of inclusive education

as being one of the key conditions leading to classrooms becoming more effective.

“Pupils have to be helped to establish a sense of personal meaning about tasks
and activities in which they engage™ Ainscow & Florek, 1989, p.183

Thus it can be seen that the combination of these four elements of early years practice
lead to.‘a distinctly child centred approach and at the same time make it synonymous
with the conditions commonly associated with inclusive settings. This is reiterated by

waling (1992) who, writing on nursery education states:

“If children are truly to be seen as individual, then everyone can be seen as
having special needs” Dowling, 1992, p.128

Summary 4a: Key principles of early years education including the role of the learner,
the role of the adult, the learning environment and the way the curriculum is viewed are

seen to be synonymous with the principles of inclusive practice.

And They All Share This View Of Inclusion Do They, The People That Work In
These Settings?

Well, maybe not. The way in which women childcare workers tend to base their
approach on instinct rather than practices derived from theory (Penn, 2000) has
previously been explored. As such, rather than this theorised view of inclusion, it might |
be assumed that the Sencos relate the meeting of special needs more to an intuitive

approach based on their insight as women.
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Marks (1996) highlights how there is a clear stratification between professionals or

‘experts’ and those who are with the children on a day to day basis (usually carers).

“Caring is a gendered activity which both binds and separates women as
professionals or mothers.” Marks, 1996, p.127

Alldred (1996) explores this gendered interpretation, proposing that the rise of the
‘expert’ role in relation to childcare is an elaboration of the scientific, male gendered,
objective approach to the subject, as opposed to the mother’s position based in

experience.

Although having a degree of training, childcare workers continue to position themselves
more in the role of ‘ carer’ rather than as ‘professional’ (Penn, 2000). As such it could
be assumed that the knowledge of workers in early education settings, which is
grounded in their daily experience, will be regarded as less valid than the more
authoritative, scientific overview of early years professionals. Thus the Sencos’
knowledge might be understood as what Foucault called ‘subjugated knowledge' ie one
accorded lower status than scientific knowledge (Alldred, 1996).

Such subjugation has implications for how childcare workers speak about children with
special needs and how they are viewed within wider professional circles. Marks (1996)
suggests that the male, scientific colonisation of women's experiences leads to the

pattern of women ‘telling stories’, and professionals achieving solid, factual

classifications.

“Psychological discourses on the child do not necessarily present new
knowledge, but what is significant is the epistemological backing that ideas have
once encased in the rhetoric of psychological knowledge, because of its
authority as expert and scientific knowledge.” Alldred, 1996, p.137

Marks (1996) goes on to explore how such stratification of knowledge impacts on the
way mothers, or carers are able to contribute to professional discussions about

children.

“The right to speak tends to be correlated with lower level of contact with the
children and greater access to abstract knowledge. ” Marks, 1996, p.130
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The reality of such subjugation is illustrated by Penn (2000) who describes how
workers involved in childcare regard the way in which they talk about children as being

one of the key barriers to their contribution to the education process being recognised,

“What they (teachers) have is access to the middle class terminology that

teachers use; it’s learning the jargon to get involved in a conversation.” Penn,
2000, p.122 -

Thus although in'theoty there is a clear links between the early years and inclusion, this
conceptualisation may not be shared by the childcare workers themselves.

Summary 4b: Although those engaged in education or professionalised
occupations relating to children may regard the links between the early years and
inclusion in this way, this conceptualisation may not be shared by the childcare
workers themselves.

Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest that in a qualitative study, the research
question is a statement that Ldentifies the phenomenon to be studied, helping the
researcher to stay focused throughout the tuvestigation. n the spirit of induction,

this area of focus s intended to be broad in order not to preclude any findings.

“whilst the initial research question starts out broadly, it becomes
progressively narrowed and wore focused during the research process.”
Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p.237*
Thus the main research question: what was the experience of being a Seweo tn a non.
maintained early years setting? had been Left purposefully opew so as to allow the

voices of the Sencos to be heard and the tssues tmportant to thew to emerge.
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Starting from such a broad base, there was Llittle wonder that writing a literature
review had beew so daunting! The area of special needs and non waintained early
years settings is on the one hand so vast, but on the other so limited, with & paucity
of material relating directly to those areas of wost relevance to the study.

However, tn writing the chapter, some understanding of the situation tn which the
Sencos might find themselves had been gained and some of the assumptions
underpinning early years education and care explored. with this degree of
theoretical sensitivity, | felt confldent that | would be able to make some sense of the

data and hence | was ready to start planning the investigation.
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CHAPTER THREE
DEVELOPING THE RESEARCH DESIGN
In addition to presenting the methodology for the research projgct, this chapter also
further explores the process element of the study, engendered by the so termed

‘Dilemmas of a novice researcher.

Again, plain and italic text are used to illustrate the different processes in operation.
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Re-reading the first draft of the mzth'odotogg chapter, it was clearly a
comprenensive and scholarly review of the topic, but it somehow missed the point.
Presenting a straightforward outline of the research wethods employed and the
eventual format of the study played down the immense thought processes that t had
been through in .de\/eLopiwg the study. Issues that had beew burning throughout the
project and the way in which the research wethodology had been shupéd by the

research process itself were not visible at all.

Reading through the notes takew from methodology texts consulted during the
study, and the debates over methodology presented in my diary, | was struck by the

array of issues that had concerned me. But these were some how lost in a scholarly

presentation of @ methodology chapter.

Salmon (2003) suggests that researchers are expected to follow a set of rules and
conventions in order to ‘make thelr work difficult’ and distinguish it from
Journalism. But in doing this, 1 had lost the essence of the study. Reason and
Marshall (2001) echo these reflections on the wethodology chapter being

wnrepresentative of the research process, suggesting:

*Academic spectres emerge, partly to allay anxietits, and the writing becomes
dry, cryptic distanced and very different from the Lively and sometimes
chactic process of the research.” Reason § Marshall, 2001, p417

Meloy (1994) attempts to explain this, suggesting that traditional formats offer the
confort of how to present material so that it is easily understood. Going back to my -
vesearch diary, it was clear that adherence to a traditional wmethodology chapter in

the first draft was linked to insecurity and attempts to preserve my integrity as a

researcher:
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‘writing as 've always written, 1 am in control - | know roughly the
workload | am committing myself to and can gauge the time commitment
need to make to achieve that. Trying to do something different, 1 will no
longer have that control - 1 won't be in the driving seat.” Dissertation Journal
6/10/03

The traditional structure for a research project is that the mthbdologa chapter is to a
large extent finalised before embarking ow the research itself, and oM weasure of the
efficacy of the study is the degree to which the chosen wethodology is appropriate to
the subject of the research. The main difficulty in attempting to write a final version
of the wmethodology chapter was that my thoughts had shifted over time both in
response to the research process and in response to a growing awareness of issues
pertaining to the ethics of social research. For example, my understanding of the
nature and value of reflexivity and the influence of feminist research methodology
had only gradually come to influence the project. Although tmportant now, it would
be wisleading to suggest that this had been the intended structure when initially

designing the methodology.

Meloy (1994) reinforces these feelings, suggesting that the efforts to manage and

understand the research process are often as memorable as the substance of the thesis

itseLf:

“At the beginning, 1 didnt know how different from my ordinary ways of
making sense of the world the research process was going to be... | had wo idea
of what it felt like to do research. writing the dissertation was an experience

in itself.” Meloy, 1994, p.2

In order to capture this process element - the learming as t went along, | would need to
think carefully about the presentation of the methodology chapter. Although it would .
mean more worR, adopting awn alternative format would provide a wmore contextually
grounded and interactive study, iluminating not only the research subject but the
experience of carrying out the research too. Consequently, the methodology chapter
presented here offers two parallel stories. Firstly, there is the academic presentation of
the wethodology, as produced for the first draft of the work. This presentation

53



demonstrates an earnest but somewhat naive understanding of the research process.
The second story is the more human one. It demonstrates a personal struggle against
a series of methodological issues that trouble me throughout the project. Working
through the so termed Dilesmmas of a novice researcher’ in this way leads to a new

and different Level of thinking about the nature of the research itself.

DEVELOPING THE RESEARCH DESIGN.

Establishing The Research Paradigm.

From l;ackground reading, there were clearly a number of questions surrounding the
phenomenon of Sencos working in non maintained early years settings, which
warranted investigation. However, there was as yet no hypothesis and no definite idea
of the exact focus of the study. This concern was addressed to some extent by Bogdan
& Biklen (1982): '

“Some qualitative studies start without a hypothesis or objectives being
specified. The investigators will have an idea of what they are doing, but they
will not devise detailed procedures before they begin. The study will structure
the research rather than the other way around.” Bogdan & Biklen, 1982 p.44

It seemed that such a qualitative style of research would best suit what it was I was
trying to achieve. Rather than trying to test a hypothesis, the aim was to establish and
explore the main issues in relation to the experience of Sencos in non maintained early
years settings. This matches Merriam’s (1988) proposal that one of the key features of
qualitative research is that it is primarily inductive ie building theory and that it is
generally concerned with processes such as how rather than why things happen. -
Considering Hitchcock and Hughes’ (1992) comparison of positivistic and interpretive
research designs reinforced this notion. They suggest that a key difference .between

qualitative and quantitative research lies in the way that in qualitative research, theories

and concepts are generated after the data collection stage, rather than before it (p.41).
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Deciding On The Methodology.

Having established the research paradigm, it was necessary to establish which
methodology would best suit this purpose. To some extent the notion of choice of
methodology is spurious. Working full time as an educational psychologist and having
three young children I was not about to embark upon a large scale project. My choice of
area of study by default had to be realistic and manageable. Indeed part of the skill of
researching is to recognise what is and isn’t possible wiihin given resources (Hitchcock
& Hughes, 1992). Given personal and professional circumstances, the investigation

would by necessity be a piece of small scale qualitative research.

The chosen area of focus was the experience of Sencos in non maintained early years
settings. As such this s