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Abstract

The concept of ‘schoolification’ in the early years has been explored in an international context with consideration given to its far reaching implications. 
In this article I seek to explore differing notions of schoolification and its effects on child-centred learning through analysis of school readiness, government policy and the increasing role that it plays in influencing early years practice and pedagogy and in a broader context, the associated societalisation of our youngest learners. I explore the shift in focus from child-centred learning to a more formalised curriculum and with this, the implications in terms of testing and the drive towards standardisation globally. 


Exploring notions of ‘schoolification’ in the early years.

In recent years, the agenda in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) has been the subject of debate with much consideration given in a national and international context (OECD, 2017). Increasingly, early years practitioners have raised concerns over pedagogy and associated changes to practice and the implications of this on the early years landscape (Barblett et al., 2016). 

Within the past decade, international research has explored concerns raised about the erosion of child-centred learning in the early years and the associated consequences (Gunnarsdottir, 2014; Barblett et al., 2016), the impact of early years policy (Lewis, 2018), school readiness (Brooks and Murray, 2016), the increased implementation of formal curricula (Brogaard Claussen, 2015) and with this, the emphasis placed on testing (Nicolopoulou & Karger, 2010) and the schoolification of the early years (Jensen et al., 2010; Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018).
Despite the commonality of concerns shared by many early years professionals, there are variances in definitions attributed to the concept of ‘schoolification’. In its simplest form, a definition of the term refers to reservations concerning the early years increasingly being used as a preparation for formal schooling, rather than being treated as a distinct phase in its own right (Jenson et al., 2010). Research suggests that schoolification of the early years threatens the potential of high quality learning experiences (Alcock and Haggerty, 2013) therefore the consequent implications need greater consideration. Throughout this paper I will endeavour to explore the concept of schoolification and its implications on ECEC.

Ring and O’Sullivan (2018) refer to what they term the ‘schoolification epidemic’ which they describe as an international trend that is increasingly manifesting itself in pre-primary settings, whereby children’s academic skills are being addressed through a prescribed curriculum which they maintain is proving detrimental to child-centred curricula and pedagogy. Ring and O’Sullivan suggest that this trend is increasing in momentum through international transformation of education through standardisation and curriculum prescription, the prominence given to core subjects, assessment and performance and an increased focus on learning goals. They also highlight the effects of this on teacher autonomy and argue that this movement is in danger of becoming unstoppable and a grave threat to the quality of children’s early years experiences. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) also highlights that there is increasing awareness of the importance that early years provisions bring and consequently, ensuring the quality of ECEC has become a policy priority in the majority of OECD countries (OECD, 2017). 

High quality childcare can lay the foundations for the acquisition of essential skills including socialisation and concentration, a prerequisite for children to be able to learn effectively but also to be able to participate and collaborate throughout education and in their later years both in the labour market and in society in general. (Welsh Government, 2014). Furthermore, the social, emotional and cognitive benefits that high quality early years provisions offer the individual and wider society have been documented within a wealth of research (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2008; Melhuish et al., 2010; Kingston & Siraj, 2016). Melhuish et al.’s 2015 ‘Research on the Effects of Early Childhood Education and Care upon Child Development’ highlights not only the benefits that high quality childcare has on children’s cognitive, language and social development, particularly for children who come from disadvantaged backgrounds, but also draws attention to evidence that suggests the negative effects that can occur in poorer quality provisions. 

The OECD recognise that internationally, the types of ECEC services available to families vary. Differences in ownership, funding, age range, intensity of provision (hours attended), as well as the full or part-time nature of the service, location (home based or centre-based), and the education versus care balance in the provision are factors that vary significantly, not just internationally but also within a national context (OECD, 2017). Indeed, within Wales alone, there is a ‘mixed economy’ approach, with some three year old children attending school-based provisions, privately run day care and home-based childminders, as well as Flying Start, a Welsh Government initiative developed as an Early Years Programme for families with children under 4 years of age, living in some of the most disadvantaged areas of Wales (Welsh Government, 2014). It is important to appreciate the differences in context when considering the impact of schoolification, however, there are clear parallels raised from professionals from a range of perspectives on a national and international scale.

Curriculum
Early years policies are strongly influenced by international comparisons (Brogard Claussen, 2015) and globally, interest has developed in the early years not just in terms of the availability of spaces but also, greater consideration has increasingly being paid to the pedagogical content of the curriculum (Kampmann, 2013). Although for decades there has been commonality in terms of the formulation of policy over early years, there is now an increasing interest in the learning tasks as ECEC becomes integrated with formal education (Neuman 2008).

Early years curricula broadly falls into two categories; a social pedagogy or early education approach (OECD, 2006). The social pedagogy approach, characteristic of Nordic countries, is holistic, child-centred and focuses on play, care, relationships and development (Brogaard Claussen, 2015) and is often promoted as an alternative to the early education approach that exists in England (Cooke and Henehan, 2012). In Denmark there is a general perception that ECEC performs a social and educational function, however in recent decades concerns have been raised about the freedom afforded to children in the early years environment and the potential this may have in compromising their development (Brostrum, 2006).

In contrast, an early education perspective is more academically orientated, more centralised with more didactic teaching and learning strategies, and a methodology which emphasises the acquisition of emergent literacy and numeracy skills (Brostrom, 2017). Brehony and Nawrotzki (2011) suggest that the curriculum in England, set centrally in this way, was based on a positivist approach with a neo-liberal focus of producing a future workforce at the centre of the process. Brostrum (2017) refers to this early education approach as being the antithesis to Nordic pedagogy and practice.

The early education curriculum has faced criticism internationally with concerns raised about the undue pressure that it places on children to perform academically at an early age (Alexander, 2010). These concerns are echoed by Rose and Rogers (2012) who argue that not only does it create a top-down pressure for children, but also creates undue stress on parents and professionals. 

Brostrom (2017) explores the possibility that the two pedagogical approaches are compatible rather than being mutually exclusive. Indeed, it could be argued that the implementation of the Foundation Phase curriculum in Wales in 2010 was an attempt to draw influences from both types of these curricula. A radical shift from its precursor, the National Curriculum, the Foundation Phase saw a move towards a play-based social pedagogy curriculum, after concerns were raised over formal approaches to teaching being introduced too soon, particularly with regard to reading and writing (Taylor et al., 2016). Underpinned by constructivist theories of learning, the Foundation Phase pedagogy was explicitly developmental in focus, highlighting socio-cultural ideas of empowerment and play in children’s learning (Maynard et al., 2013). The later implementation of the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework in 2013 however, saw the introduction of goals or aims aligned to age-specific markers in these areas of learning (Taylor et al., 2016). 

OECD recognise that the longer term effects of sociocultural programmes which emphasis child-initiated learning and promote autonomy and emergent learning may be observed in terms of social development, motivation and greater pursuit of higher education (Maynard et al., 2013). Further research suggests, however, that more direct, explicit teaching is needed to address gaps in literacy and numeracy in the shorter term and that these may be indicators of later success in these areas of development (OECD, 2017; Maynard et al., 2013).


Government Influence
It could be argued that the view of young children held by government generally informs early years policy and that this may ultimately conflict with philosophies of child development. In her research which focuses on policy and perceptions of the child, Lewis (2018) analyses these tensions and highlights the view held that children are perceived as future citizens and potential contributors to the global market. She highlights the notion that there are potentially conflicting images of the child which create tension between ambitions of policy makers and children’s rights. 

International research conducted in a range of contexts suggests that concerns are shared by early year practitioners with regard to the impact of the implementation of early years policy and the effects of this on the population (Barblett et al., 2016). Governments are increasingly investing in early education as the significance of early childhood has becomes recognised (Brogaard Clausen, 2015). Policy and the importance placed on early years education has resulted in the expansion of access, a drive to improve quality and the development of more coherent policies and programs since the 1990s (Neuman, 2008). 
The impact of this on early years pedagogy is raised by Gunnarsdottir in her 2014 research which outlines the changes to the early years landscape in Iceland. She highlights the mitigation of play as pedagogical practice form early years programmes after increased focus was given to early years policy following the financial crash in 2008. Gunnarsdottir suggests that although there is still some focus on play-based pedagogy, there is increased pressure on practitioners in the early years to produce school ready children as the early years becomes increasingly subjected to schoolification. 

Societalisation of Childhood
In recent decades, that there has been greater investment within the early years within many OECD countries, both in terms of actual policy and society’s focus, which has generally taken the form of broader access to services, improved quality of provision and a perceived need to make early year strategies and programmes more consistent (Neuman, 2008). There has been a growing interest in the early years and a shift in perspective, with children increasingly being viewed and portrayed specifically as young learners, and with this, increasing focus has been given to the importance of academic learning in an early years context, which Sünker refers to in broader terms as part of a societalisation of childhood “involving a growing tendency in individualisation, institutionalisation and standardisation” (Kampmann, 2013, p.1). These developments can be characterised by the shift in perspective that children are increasingly viewed as learners in an academic context, rather than valuing their holistic development as well as being portrayed by an increased emphasis of the role that public institutions play in their lives. The implementation of a wealth of early years initiatives in recent decades highlights the global trend towards this, with more emphasis at policy level not just placed on ensuring adequate provision but also on developing a standardised approach in terms of expectations, content and qualitative outputs (Kampmann, 2013). Sure Start in England (Childcare Act, 2006), Flying Start in Wales (Welsh Government, 2007) and Head Start in the United States (Head Start Act, 1981) are some of the early years programmes introduced to address perceived underachievement through increasing opportunities to enhance children’s learning and to prepare them to perform on an equal footing once they attend formal education (Kampmann, 2013). The introduction of PISA surveys in OECD countries and ‘Starting Strong’ in the OECD context (OECD, 2006), further contributed towards a drive to explore international comparisons between its thirty seven member countries.


School Readiness
On an international scale, as a result of pressures on the global economy, there has been a notable shift in focus with the rationale for early years education being justified through a system that incorporates school readiness (Maynard et al., 2013; Brooks & Murray, 2016). This rationale is increasingly influenced by an education agenda which is focused on the measurement of children’s readiness for formal education, largely in terms of their age, cognitive skills and social and behavioural dispositions (Ring & Sullivan, 2018). 

The Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years’ (PACEY) raised concerns about the increased pressure to prepare children for formal schooling and the detrimental effects that this was having on their holistic development (PACEY, 2013). In their 2013 research ‘What does ‘school ready’ really mean?’ they highlight a stark contrast between what practitioners and parents understand school readiness to mean, to the definition stated by policy makers in England, and acknowledged that the interpretation of parents and practitioners was more akin to the view held by policy makers in Wales. Their research emphasises the importance of children being confident, independent and having a sense of curiosity over cognitive and academic skills like reading and writing. The report also referenced the importance of play in the curriculum and raised concerns about the loss of play-based learning which they saw as potentially leading to the schoolification of the early years.

If school readiness becomes the overriding rationale for early years education, there is a real danger that curricula and inappropriate pedagogy are prioritised over individual interests, abilities and needs (Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018). Brooks and Murray’s 2016 study is small scale, thus making generalisation difficult, however, their findings draw themes that arise from both social pedagogic and pre-primary approaches. They suggest that the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE, 2012) contains a series of ambiguities and contradictions in relation to school readiness which leaves practitioners confused and children’s voices side-lined. EYFS guidance claims to value the uniqueness of children as individuals and the importance of children’s rights to education and freedom of expression, however Brooks and Murray argue that when school readiness is prioritised, children’s voices and their rights to freedom of expression are superseded.



Standardisation
Although investment in the early years is crucial, this brings with it greater scrutiny, accountability and increased centralised control (Oberheumer, 2005). There have been a series of educational reforms which sought to standardise and address inconsistencies (Donaldson, 2015) which include the implementation of the National Curriculum in England and Wales (DfE, 1988) and the Socialministeriet in Denmark in 1998. There has been an overall escalation in the attention given to the learning elements of early childhood education in several countries, resulting in an attempt to standardise learning programmes in the form of a set of guidelines for early childhood provisions (Kampmann, 2013). Kampmann refers to this national policy direction in a wider context as the ‘harmonisation’ of European education policy. The implementation of PISA testing can be used as an example of this, with scores from OECD countries ranked and international comparisons made at various stages of a child’s academic journey (OECD, 2017). This reflects the concept of individualisation in a competitive wider societal context which could also therefore work to reinforce competition between provisions nationally, thus ultimately threatening to undermine the experience of the child in ECEC (Kampmann, 2013). This is arguably one of the most concerning implications of schoolification, as suggested by Gibbons who asserts that the increased standardisation and regulation of ECEC will potentially result in what he refers to as ‘unhappiness’ throughout early years education (Gibbons, 2013). 

Traditionally, the origins of ECEC are rooted in developmental psychology, however, in recent decades we have seen a shift towards curriculum theory (Brostrum, 2006), although the extent to which this impacts on educational quality is the source of much debate. Alongside this shift, with the implementation of the National Curriculum in England and Wales, there has been an increase in importance paid to the acquisition of literacy and numeracy within a more formalised curriculum. Part of the critical debate that surrounds this focuses on concerns that suggest that the child loses control of the learning process in a learning context that is too narrow, where the acquisition of skills is compartmentalised (OECD, 2006). 



[bookmark: _GoBack]Assessment and Data
Schoolification has resulted in a top down approach for the early acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills, with greater prominence given to the assessment of these skills through increased testing (Nicolopoulou & Karger, 2010). This shift has resulted in the undermining of play-based learning and has seen a move towards more instructive methods (Barblett et al., 2016). Research suggests that rather than enhancing learning in maths, science and language, direct instruction and teaching towards specific goals in the early years reduces competency at a later age (Brostrum, 2017). There is evidence to suggest however, that there needs to be a balanced approach between free play and learning under the guidance of adults and that rather than one superseding the other, there is an inextricable link between academic and social learning (Hirsh-Pasek et al. 2009). 

The shift in early years policy has resulted in what Bradbury (2019) defines as the datafication of the ECEC, where the focus has moved towards the production and analysis of data from assessments performed within early years settings. Increased assessment and the formalisation of the early years through the implementation of a curriculum has resulted in a mutually reinforced need for more data and consequently, more formal activities through which this can be produced. With a curriculum laden with normative and prescriptive objectives, the pressure to perform in assessments throughout education and to meet centrally set goals or targets not only puts pressure on children but also on parents and practitioners (Brogaard Claussen, 2015).

With greater emphasis placed on measuring children’s competencies in a quantifiable way, through closed and planned processes with fixed outcomes, there lies a risk that not only are we wasting the potential for valuable learning experiences to occur but also we miss capturing the learning qualities demonstrated (Brostrum, 2016).

Pupil performance data is central to an inspection-led model of schools in Wales (Donaldson, 2015). Robin Hughes, Secretary of The Association for School and College Lecturers (ASCL) suggests that the current system scrutinises schools’ and learners’ data to ascertain progress and performance in core subjects, which he suggests the government uses as a tool to facilitate school accountability in his response to Professor Graham Donaldson, Successful Futures – An Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales, (2015).

Assessment is an integral and essential element of education, and it needs to be linked to the curriculum, however, when accountability processes underpin assessment the repercussions for children and their learning can be damaging (Donaldson, 2015). While it may be arguable that we need to be able to ‘measure’ or track progress, there must be a greater understanding about how this can be done. The risk of purely doing this in order to satisfy a set of narrow, predetermined criteria, by which a child is measured against chronological markers alone, could potentially result in a distorted view of progress and quality which can distract from quality learning experiences. 


Accountability
Research suggests that schoolification and the pressure for early years settings to prepare children for school creates a culture of competition and accountability to the detriment of democracy in the early years (British Educational Research Association and Association for the Professional Development of Early Years Educators, 2014; Kampmann, 2013). Amrein and Berliner (2003) argue that this increased culture of accountability has little positive effect on children’s learning and instead, creates superficial or surface learning.
Ring and O’Sullivan (2018) maintain that as advocates for the democratic ideals for children in the age of greater accountability, there is an even greater need for early years educators to formulate and voice a philosophy of education. This is also explored by Wilhelmsen (2016) who argues that it is the responsibility of early years practitioners to be mindful of the impact of neoliberal policy makers with respect to ECEC which may ultimately result in alienating children from education. In Denmark, despite the devolution of control to municipalities and with greater autonomy, less standardisation nationally and more focus on individual, child-led learning, there is still evidence of schoolification which is evident through international comparisons, initiatives and a centralised evaluation processes. (Brogaard Claussen, 2015).
Despite the focus on care, openness and an emphasis on the child’s holistic development, Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1993), the New Zealand curriculum, has similarly faced the pressures associated with schoolification (Alcock and Haggerty, 2013). Lingard (2010) argues that what has been regarded as valuable and successful in ECEC in the New Zealand context is at risk of being superfluous if narrow, economic constraints are given prominence and allowed to drive national and international policy. Through their avoidance of the term ‘preschool’ in the ECEC context, Alcock and Haggerty (2013) highlight the historical resistance that New Zealand has shown towards the ECEC being used as a preparation for school and the increased focus on children being viewed as potential drivers for the economy. 


Conclusions
Across the cases discussed throughout this article, it is evident that the schoolification of the early years exists in an international context. Although it would be naïve to examine this without taking into account cultural, economic and social variances, the issues that present themselves are consistent globally. 
The impact of schoolification is complex and although I have attempted to further explore the concept of schoolification and its far reaching effects, it is clear that the implications are far from straightforward. The schoolification of the early years presents a series of diverse and complex issues which are inextricably linked. If the focus on the development of early years policy continues to increase as it has done in recent decades, then a greater understanding of the impact of such policies needs to be achieved in order to ensure that the needs of our youngest learners are kept at the heart of decision-making and that they are not adversely affected by the outcomes. It is essential to consider and acknowledge the wide-reaching effects, both positive and negative, of schoolification in order to understand and prevent the potential detrimental impact, not just on the children in the early years but also on the practitioners and parents. 

With continued investment at policy level and variances in pedagogy within ECEC, there is a greater need for a fuller understanding of the importance of the early years if children are to reach their full potential in accordance with their individual interests and abilities and the pressures that they are under to perform. Flying Start Childcare Guidance states “It is important to remember that the early years of a child’s life are important in their own right and not just as preparation for formal education and adulthood” (Welsh Government, 2014,p.7) and the philosophy that underpins Te Whāriki echoes this sentiment “Early years of childhood is a time of life rather than mere preparation for life” (Alcock and Haggerty, 2013).

High quality early years education is reliant on an understanding of how children think and learn. If the early years lay the foundations for life-long learning therefore, there needs to be greater consideration of the long term implications of schoolification of early childhood education and care and a firm retention of the value of early childhood as a legitimate phase in itself. 
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