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Introduction

In the brief time we have this morning I would like to share with you some thoughts on what is being done to try to improve early childhood care and development (ECCD) in various parts of the world.  Early childhood refers to the period from pregnancy through the first or second year of primary school.   Programs of early childhood care and development include those focused on educating and supporting parents and families as well as an extensive variety of informal and formal institutional arrangements for child care and education outside the home, in child care centers, crèches, nursery schools, play groups, preschools and the early years of primary schooling.  In this presentation, emphasis will be on educational settings outside the home.
After painting with a broad brush changes in forms of attending to young children I will concentrate on what I see as pernicious effects of a trend that seems increasingly to mark the field: defining quality mainly in terms of learning outcomes as measured by standardized evaluations.
A personal note

Before getting into the topic, I would like to begin with a personal note.  In 1972, after completing a doctorate in the economics of education at the University of Chicago and teaching there in the Comparative Education center for several years I moved to the Ford Foundation where I had an “ah hah!” moment and my real education began.  In my portfolio at Ford were several research grants (in Guatemala, Colombia and Chile) examining the relationship between nutritional status and cognitive development of children during their early years.  One of these grants was in Cali Colombia where I discovered something that should have been obvious but was not: how important the early years are in preparing us (or not preparing us) for the rest of our lives.  I saw that this was especially so for children of poor families struggling to survive and escape from a viscous cycle of poverty.  I saw that an early childhood program, well conceived and attending to psychosocial as well as nutritional needs, could indeed have an effect, not only for children but for their families.  This, I thought, is where I want to be, working on early childhood development.  Parenthetically, I had not been educated for work in this field, an obvious disadvantage but, ironically at times, also an advantage because I was not restricted by preconceptions or by the North American academic, mainly psychological, view of child development then prevailing.  
So, for the last 35 years I have devoted my time to learning about and doing research, evaluation and advocacy centered on early care and the integral development of children prior to entrance into formal schooling.  Almost all of that work has focused on children in the so-called Developing or Third or, now “Majority” World.  From 1975 to 1986 my base was in the United States, but looking outward not inward.  Beginning in 1983, I was provided shelter, advice and administrative support by David Weikart, Director of the High/Scope Educational Research Foundation.  David, now deceased, graduated from Oberlin Class of ’52 and holds an honorary degree from Oberlin for his work in this field.  Not incidentally, we overlapped one year as fellow workers in the kitchen at May Cottage.  For the last 25 years I have lived in Mexico, working internationally but concentrating of late on the quality of preschool education in Mexico.  
For this audience it is certainly not necessary to “make the case” for the social and economic importance of investing in early childhood care, development and education and I will not spend time doing that.   However, how that investment should be made, by whom, with what expectations and for what children and how it should be evaluated continue to be areas of debate.  
The role that governments should play in providing services to improve ECCD is an ongoing issue.  Although governmental involvement in early development in various ways is now widely accepted, if we think back 50, or even 35 years ago in the United States, the case for that involvement had not been made clearly.  And, in the Majority World early childhood care and development ranked near the bottom in the list of concerns for most governments.  
Evolving Early Education Ideas and Programs
The slow growth of early childhood programs in the United States and elsewhere has built on work by many social thinkers and actors.   Some of you may be surprised to know that among those who were convinced, early on, that children should receive instruction before entering school at about age 7 was John Fredric Oberlin who is credited by some sources as the first to create what were called “infant schools”, in 1770.  In Oberlin’s parishes, children were assembled once a week for 3 or 4 hours to be given instruction by “conductrices”.   The following is a description of what went on in these “schools.”
“During school hours the children were collected on forms in great circles.  Two women were employed, the one to direct the handicraft, the other to instruct and entertain them. [Labor and Learning] Whilst the children of two or three years old were only made to sit quietly by, those of five or six were taught to knit, spin, and sew, and when they were beginning to be weary of this occupation, their conductrice showed them coloured pictures relating to Scripture, subjects of natural history, making them recite after her the explanations she gave.  She also explained geographical maps.  In addition to this she taught them to sing moral songs and hymns.”  (Atkin, 1829)                
As visionary as he was, many of Oberlin’s ideas about how (and what) early education should be imparted would not be accepted today by most early childhood educators.  The subsequent work of Froebel (early 19th), Montessori (early 20th), Piaget and Vygotsky (early 20th) and others has helped place emphasis on children discovering knowledge and on teachers as facilitators of that process.   Although such “active learning” was encouraged by Oberlin for learning handicrafts, the acquisition of other knowledge was dictated.  
In the United States, kindergartens based on Froebel’s ideas of how children develop were introduced in the mid-19th century and the first public commitment to this early education was made by the city of St. Louis in 1873.  As we entered the 20th Century, it is estimated that about 6% of children age 5 were in kindergartens.  Enrolment rose slowly so that, by the last half of the 1930s, when “we” (members of the class of ’55) were of preschool age, early education, particularly in kindergartens, was relatively common.  By then most kindergartens enrolling 5-year olds were publicly funded: however, governmental commitment to that education was far from universal.  Most education for children under age 5 was available in private kindergartens and nursery schools of various kinds.  Although very little attention was provided outside the home for children under 5, some charitable child and education care centers has been created for children in “disadvantaged” circumstances defined by poverty and/or an adverse family situation.   For the most part, however, childrearing during the earliest years continued to be the task of stay-at-home mothers, sometimes aided by grandparents or other family members, or, in richer families, by hired help.  Child care at home was sometimes aided through high school home economics courses for prospective mothers.  These courses were clearly focused on the home and on the childrearing role that girls would be expected to assume.  That was our heritage.
Then, during WWII and in the post war years, as women went to work outside the home in greater numbers, early care and education outside the home began to take off.  By 1950, most urban school systems provided kindergarten for children age 5, with, however, increasing emphasis on an academic preparation for school and less on play.  Moreover, in the 1960s, with the advent of Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Society” a different kind of early education began to be supported with public funds in which children from disadvantaged environments were to be given a “headstart” on their education.  This program built on new research and evaluation results showing important potential benefits of such an “early intervention” (Bloom, Deutsch and others). 
Meanwhile, in most parts of the Majority World, little attention was being given to the physical, intellectual, social and emotional development or to programs of early education.  Even jumping ahead to the 1980s, we can see that few governments in the Majority World were concerned about early childhood development.  For governments and international organizations, the focus for young children was on increasing survival.  The conceptual model being followed was one in which children first survive and then develop.  In fact, survival and development occur simultaneously and attention to psychosocial development can have a beneficial affect on survival and not just the reverse.  When I had my “ah-ha” moment in the mid-70s, almost no international organizations included ECCD in their plans or budgets.  The feeling in such institutions as the World Bank, or even UNICEF, was one of “survival first”, and then, if we could just get health and nutrition right for the survivors, early psychosocial development would automatically improve.  Not true.
Changing contexts 

Beginning in the late 70s and early 80s, however, important changes began to occur that affected thinking about early childhood care and development.

1. Child mortality began to drop.  This was due in part to successful immunization campaigns but also to reductions in family size, migration to cities which brought health care nearer and to slow improvements in health systems generally.  In 1960, 1 of every 6 children in the world died before the age of one year.  By 1990, that had changed to 1 in 16.  Today the figure is 1 in 24 worldwide.  For Sub-saharan Africa the figure is 1 in 12; for Latin America and the Caribbean, 1 in 53.  As child mortality dropped, the moral and social imperative grew to ask and answer the question “Survival for what?” and to attend to the development of surviving children, most living in the same precarious conditions of poverty and stress that put them at risk to die and now still put them at risk of impaired physical, mental social and emotional development during their first months and years of life. 
2. The percentage of women in the paid labor force began to rise significantly related to changes in educational levels and new ideas about what a woman might do and be.  This was less so in the Majority World but has nevertheless, progressively, had an impact on the need for and provision of alternative child care arrangements.
3. The worldwide push to extend primary education brought advances in enrolments but not necessarily in learning or development.  Concerns about the readiness of children for school led to even more emphasis on academic preparation in preschool programs.

4. New knowledge and experience appeared.  Advances in brain research helped people understand how most of our brain capacity is in place before we are two and how the functioning of that capacity is influence by early interactions and sensory stimulation.  Research by economists on returns to “human capital” investments, starting in the 60s, began to be applied to investments in early care and education with highly encouraging results.  A Nobel laureate, James Heckman, is now the citation of choice to show that there are high returns to investment in early childcare and education, higher than for any other educational level he argues.  Longitudinal studies showed that there could be important and lasting effects of early interventions; that the benefits to individuals and to society far surpass the cost of a quality early development program.  David Weikart´s longitudinal study, which eventually tracked, up to age 40, children who were in his preschool program for three and four year olds and matched children who were not, remains the most influential of these studies, claiming a return to society of $17 on each $1 dollar invested.
5. The Convention of the Rights of the Child was approved by the UN Assembly in 1989.  Only two countries in the world have not signed (Somalia and the United States) that agreement.  The Convention, which includes the right to develop as well as survive, has helped advocates to make the case in their respective countries.
So what happened as a result of these changes?  In the United States, Head Start continued to grow and was extended downward to Early Head Start.  Nutritional programs were funded.   Resources from the national government were provided on a relatively larger scale to states to establish their particular programs of early childhood development.  Kindergarten became universal and part of schooling, having graduated, unfortunately in my view, from its status of preschool which is now for 3 and 4-year olds.  Various states passed child care legislation but in the main, early care was still a private sector matter to be regulated by the market.  Most out-of home care was provided privately, in homes of others or, increasingly in community settings or franchised centers.  In 2002, the No Child Left Behind initiative became law and the pressure to push schooling downward was reinforced.  
With all of this, only about two-thirds of all 3 and 4 year olds in the United States are in educational or care programs outside the home.  This contrasts with Europe where preschool enrolments for children from the age of 3 have today reached 100 percent in several countries  Moreover, in Europe the tradition of maternal (and sometimes paternal) leaves of absence from work was institutionalized (but not in the US). 

And in the countries of the Majority World?   Change has been very slow to come and has occurred at very different rates in different regions and individual countries.  In Africa, most child care, even institutionalized care, continues to be provided by families (and villages) and sometimes by churches or local social organizations.  At the same time urbanization, changing family structures, internal and international conflicts producing migration, the growth of HIV/AIDS, newly available funds from international organizations and other changes have led to a growing number of experiments with programs for young children and to new initiatives by governments to expand preschooling sometimes on a large scale.  [The largest of these has been the Integrated Child Development Service in India (ICDS) which was created in 1975.  The ICDS was both lauded for its vision and criticized for its emphasis on feeding and the poor quality of its attention.   As an historical note it is interesting to see that much of the push for attention to early childhood in India has come from a group of more than 40 women who, in the early 1960s were given scholarships by the US government to study at Iowa State University in the Department of Home Economics.  ICDS now provides food to about 35 million children ages 3 to 5 in “courtyard” preschools.] 
According to international statistics, the percentage of children aged 3 to 5 in early education programs varies widely in the Majority World, from less than 1% (Afghanistan) to over 80 percent in Mexico.
[It was only in the 1990s that international organizations slowly began to incorporate ECCD into their plans and funding.  In 1990, a worldwide conference on “Education for All”, organized by UNICEF, UNESCO, the World Bank and UNDP, international funders brought together representatives from over 150 governments and 200 non-governmental organizations. Its Declaration stated that:  “Learning begins at birth.  This calls for early childhood care and initial education.  These can be provided through arrangements involving families, communities or institutional programmes, as appropriate”.  The Framework for Action also set as one of the targets to be considered “Expansion of early childhood care and development activities, including family and community interventions, especially for poor, disadvantaged and disabled children.”  This has helped advocacy efforts and probably increased slightly commitments to early education.]
[In passing, the World Health Organization has paid increasing attention to early development and has made several attempts to shift from a disease model to the developmental posture set out in its original charter.  However, to all intents and purposes, these efforts have remained at the level of discourse, review papers and studies and pilot projects; bio-psychosocial development has not found its way into the mainstream of international health.]
Briefly and in sum, as one looks back over the years since “we” were preschoolers it is evident that important advances have been made in public as well as private support for early childhood care and development.   These have occurred at very different rates and following very different models across the world.   But it seems clear to me that, even with its advances, the United States lags in its public commitment to this area, a product of our faith, certainly exaggerated, in the marketplace and in the ability of all people to be able to overcome adversity by their individual efforts within a democratic state.  And, change in most countries of the Majority World has been both slow and often of poor quality.  Support from national governments for ECCD in the Majority World has been slow to materialize, a result not only of limited resources but also of the invisibility of the problem of early development.  The faces of third-degree malnourished children and the mortality statistics are much more dramatic and easy to understand than pictures of the apparently “normal” child whose human right to develop to his or her maximum capacity -- physically, socially, emotionally and intellectually -- is not being respected.   Continued efforts are required to make the problem visible and to provide the scientific, human and financial bases needed to moderate huge inequities among the world´s young children.
The Search for Quality and the Pernicious Effects of Standardizing
Let me turn now to an issue within this field that I think needs particular attention.  As early childhood programs have grown in number and variety, a concern about the quality of these programs also has grown.  It is common today to hear rumblings about how home day care and many of the community programs that offer care and education in the United States are of low quality.  As programs have expanded in the Majority World, programs are often of poor quality.  Governments can claim they are acting and even that they are reducing inequities by showing enrolment numbers.  However, when the quality of programs is incorporated into the mix it is clear that educational inequity increases.  Quality programs for the rich, programs of poor quality for the poor.  
Moreover, the standard for judging quality seems to have changed: there has been a strong movement to become more and more academic and to establish academic standards as the bases for certifying programs.   Establishing standards is not a bad thing to do but how standards are set and then applied in the name of quality needs to be examined carefully.  

“Quality is a slippery concept.  Both the notions of quality and standards have their origins in the industrial world in which the same standard (applied to auto parts or bolts or whatever) is applied to all items produced.  The best company is that which can produce up to standard most efficiently.  The concern with standards (what we would like to see, generally, as a result) leads to standardization (the same expectations for all).   
Following the industrial analogy, within education, the “product” is educated children and the quality of that product seems increasingly to be defined by the ability of children to perform well on standardized tests.  The quality of schools is judged according to the percentage of students who do well on certain tests.  This definition of quality in education, focused on an output, usually measured narrowly (the 3Rs and some science?), used to be applied mainly within primary school and higher levels of education but is now reaching downward into early education.   The No Child Left Behind Act has hastened that.
Within education, I would argue, standardization and the still heavy reliance on multiple choice questions in tests, has a number of side effects that need to be made clear.  In addition to thinking about and treating children as products and objects rather than as human beings and participants who should be included in defining their own futures, standardization through testing ignores differences in views of what should be learned and narrows drastically the basis for judging quality.  In so doing it discriminates against those who are different and it stifles creativity.  
How do we standardize?

1. By setting universal goals.  This seems a desirable thing to do but in implementation the goals tend to concentrate in certain areas considered “basic” to our success in our knowledge-based competitive world.  Again this is not bad (the 3Rs are important) but the practical result has been that the focus is on cognitive development at the expense of social and emotional development.  As a rule, culture and the arts are not given much room in our limited standardized goals.  Moreover, the content of universal goals for learning tends to be set only by “experts” without participation of citizens or parents.    They are framed by a particular cultural view that is not necessarily made explicit but is assumed to apply to all.      
2. We standardize by standardizing the curriculum which sets out the knowledge and the behaviors that will lead us to our goals.  All children should know the same things, do the same things, produce the same results and, in general, be treated alike.   There is one right answer.  All trees should be colored green (and within the lines).  This tendency may be less prevalent in the United States than in many places in the Majority World.  However, the NCLB Act and associated standardized evaluations move us in the wrong direction.  In Mexico, the All Trees Are Green approach dominates.
3. We standardize by standardizing evaluations.  Evaluations focus on relatively narrowly defined cognitive outcomes measured by standardized tests.   Testing is assumed to be objective, efficient and reliable as a basis for making judgments about students.  With the culture of testing, in addition to the tendency to limit outcomes and therefore to limit what is taught, come other difficulties.  These include: 
a. A dependence on over simplified quantitative methods of evaluation, particularly multiple-choice responses for assessing “knowledge”.
b. A reliance on snapshots rather than on changes or on improvements in time, Despite efforts to overcome this problem with measures of “value added”, major problems remain in obtaining and interpreting the information desired.  The snapshots are used for certification of schools (or children) rather than as a basis for seeking improvement.  They may even be used as a basis for providing monetary incentives to teachers even though the real contribution of teachers to obtaining the level of qualification of his or her students or even the improvement seen over time cannot be measured with any precision.  As a result, there is an incentive for the best teachers to want to move to schools where the best students are rather than to teach in the schools that most need their abilities.

c. Cultural and social discrimination.  In Mexico, a legal suit has been filed against the Secretariat of Education for discriminating against indigenous groups by requiring that they take its standardized tests which are then used as a basis for judging the schools.  The tests are in Spanish and include items that make no sense in most indigenous cultures (e.g., an item about passports for pets).  In the United States, Bruce Fuller has shown that the failure to evaluate the social competencies of children discriminates against students of Latin origin who, using other means of evaluation, rank higher than their non-Latin peers on this developmental dimension whereas they rank lower on the cognitive dimension as measured by standardized tests of reading and writing.
d. Results may not be stable (the same individual tested at different times will produce different results).

e. Testing can bring a tendency to teach to the test and other less savory behaviors.  (In Mexico it has been established that some teachers ask poorly performing students to stay at home on the day of the test or they assist students with or falsify answers.)
f. Tests provide a definition of failure as well as success.  
There are, then, many reasons why standardized multiple-choice tests should NOT be the main basis for judging the quality of our education.

Why do we standardize?  Here are a few reasons.
1. It fits a “modern” (but not post-modern) way of thinking.  (Truth is universal and knowable.  It is independent of culture and context.  I would like to elaborate this point but time does not allow.
2. We grew up in an age of scientific management in which a cult of efficiency has dominated.   Testing against a universal standard seems to be the right thing to do.
3. We confuse equity with sameness.
4. It is easier:

a. For teachers who do not have to be as creative and who must simply do what the curriculum says and teach to the test.
b. For bureaucrats who do not have to deal with differences.
So, if setting standards is not a bad thing to do but standardizing is, how can we have standards without standardizing?
1. We can permit different groups set their own standards

2. We can seek agreement on a very general level and allow different groups to operationalize the standards in different ways.

3. We can deemphasize an industrial view and beef up a human perspective which appreciates and even seeks diversity.
4. We should not let the excellent be the enemy of the good

5. We should always evaluate using a variety of methods of evaluation, not just standardized tests
6. We should put emphasis on evaluation as an aid to improvement (towards standards) and less on certification or “high stakes” uses of evaluations.
7. Finally, we can put more emphasis on evaluating processes, to look at how education is organized and how teaching and learning occurs.  How something is taught and learned may be as important as what is taught and learned.   In our work in Mexico we have tried hard to create culturally sensitive ways to evaluate educational processes as a complement to the evaluation of outcomes.  To define indicators of the quality of educational processes, we begin by asking people to describe the world in which they want to live and then to create indicators of what they think should be observed in a learning environment that will reflect and promote that world.  For example, in a democratic world it is not enough to create informed and participatory citizens who can be informed and participate well because they know how to read and write.  Presumably we need citizens who, in a democracy, also know how to listen, treat others equitably and with respect, celebrate differences, settle disputes peacefully, and work together.  If such behaviors are not modeled in the classroom, the hidden curriculum being taught through teacher behaviors produces undesirable outcomes.  If a child learns to read at an advance level because the teacher psychologically abuses or makes fun of him or her, the child learns that this is the way the world should be.  Unfortunately, the kinds of outcomes listed above and the hidden curriculum evident in the organization and conduct within the classroom are seldom evaluated.   Perhaps that is where our focus should be rather than on standardized tests.

With the emphasis on respecting differences and on evaluating processes as well as outcomes I conclude this journey through the field of early education.  Thank you for your attention.  Let me now open the floor for comments or questions. 
