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THE CASE FOR NURSERY SCHOOLS
AN NUT BRIEFING – SEPTEMBER 2006
1. In some local authorities, nursery schools have closed and others are under threat.  The National Union of Teachers opposes the closure of maintained nursery schools.  This document outlines the reasons the NUT believes that the Government should halt the closure of maintained nursery schools with immediate effect.     

2. The Government has set a target of delivering 3,500 Children’s Centres by 2010.  Many of the Centres will evolve from existing provision such as Sure Start local programmes, nursery schools, family centres and private and voluntary sector provision.
3. The NUT is concerned that many maintained nursery schools which are being closed to become Children’s Centres are already offering education, care, family support and health services.

4. The Government’s Sure Start website says that “Children’s Centres are about building on existing good practice rather than starting afresh”.  For this reason the NUT believes that where there is existing high quality nursery education and extended provision it should be preserved rather than being closed or transferred to Children’s Centre status.  
5. The NUT believes that all early years settings should contain a rich range of staff who work as a team.  Early years teams should include qualified teachers, early years professionals, nursery officers and specialist support staff.  This range of expertise is vital if all the social, emotional and learning needs of very young children are to be met.  Early years education is too important to be delivered on the cheap.  One type of professional cannot substitute for the other.
6. Where existing nursery schools have become Children’s Centres the role of the teacher has often changed significantly.  Early years teachers want to work with young children directly, they do not want to be responsible simply for planning and training other less qualified staff to work with young children.

7. Teachers working in Children’s Centres have significantly different job descriptions from those in nursery schools.  The job descriptions imply that the qualified teachers’ role in the Children’s Centre, where one is employed, is more to plan, train and supervise other staff rather than to interact with children on a daily basis.     
8. In a time of rapid expansion within the early years sector the Government needs to protect existing early years expertise in order to offer a model for others.  Maintaining the nursery school model along with employing qualified teachers in the Foundation Stage, is an important element to maintaining high                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              quality provision.  

9. Government’s commitment to the maintained nursery school sector in the past has been based on clear and consistent evidence about the high quality of learning in nursery schools and the contribution they can make to improving the quality of teaching and learning in all kinds of other provision for all children from birth to five.
10. Local authority nursery schools are separate schools with their own head teachers.  They are staffed by qualified teachers and nursery nurses, who work together as a team to develop high quality provision which meets children’s needs for combined care and education.

11. Children between the ages of three and five years are admitted to full or part-time places during school term time.  Increasingly, nursery schools offer extended day places, holiday play schemes and other services to support young children and their families.

12. Maintained nursery schools are centres of distinctive knowledge and experience of child development, curriculum, pedagogy, learning environment, observation and assessment.  
13. Awareness of issues such as identity and diversity have influenced work with young bilingual learners that has developed over decades.  Nursery schools also have well established systems to support the learning and development of children with special educational needs.
14. The National Union of Teachers believes that all children should be entitled to the highest standards of educational provision.  Nursery schools can provide such standards for many of the most vulnerable children. Nursery schools are important to young children and their families because:

· they focus exclusively on 3-5 year olds and cater for them appropriately, addressing each child’s individual developmental and cultural needs;

· the staff are experienced in providing learning opportunities for very young children.  Nursery teachers understand how the Foundation Stage Curriculum links with the National Curriculum and can plan appropriately for children’s progression into primary school;

· they are usually built with good facilities for outdoor play which do not have to be shared with older children;  
· nursery school staff are able to resist external pressure to teach children in unsuitable ways, because their work is based on firm principles of early childhood education;
· nursery schools can offer a model of good practice to staff working in nursery classes attached to primary schools, who often feel isolated, by providing networks for early years staff to share ideas and experiences;
· a significant number are situated in areas of social and economic deprivation.  Nursery schools have a particular role in promoting social inclusion;
· they offer an environment which is small in scale and provides a secure setting for children being cared for outside the home for the first time.  Many parents say they prefer their child to attend a self-contained nursery school rather than a class attached to a large infant or primary school;
· they provide a self-contained setting within which children with special educational needs and children with English as an additional language can flourish;
· children are usually admitted to nursery schools for at least three terms.  They are able to grow in confidence and learn to take responsibility for their younger peers;
· they cater flexibly for the needs of families.  Nursery head teachers are aware of the need for responsive admissions policies and patterns of attendance; and
· they provide rich opportunities for parental partnership.  Many nursery schools have parents’ rooms and offer a range of activities to enhance the confidence and skills of the families they work with.  Parents often find a nursery school less intimidating than the larger primary school and are, therefore, more likely to get involved in their children’s education.
15. Nursery schools are important to nursery staff because:
· they attract the most experienced staff.  There is a real danger that, without nursery schools and their head teachers, this much needed specialism would be lost;
· they are centres for the study of young children.  Nursery school staff work as a team, developing and recording their knowledge and practice.  Many students in training find that nursery schools provide them with an invaluable chance to observe and experience teamwork in the context of work with young children;
· they provide unique opportunities for professional development.  The size of the team in a nursery school demands that teachers and nursery nurses discuss and plan their work together.  For this reason, rigorous and innovative approaches to curriculum development are more likely to be found in nursery schools;
· they offer in-service training opportunities, which specifically address the needs of staff working with young children.  Nursery staff in neighbouring nursery classes, who may not otherwise have access to training specifically focused on their concerns, are often invited to take part in these training events;
· they provide high quality early education, which is important for all children and especially so for those with special educational needs;
· they can be Centres of Excellence for those working in other forms of under-fives provision and, therefore, have a role to play in raising the quality of all services for the under-fives;
· the Children Act (2004) calls for the co-ordination of services and the provision of training opportunities for those working with young children in all settings.  Nursery staff have already taken a lead in this area;
· they offer unique training placements to a wide range of professionals and others who work with young children;
· in local authorities where there are nursery schools, nursery head teachers are sought out to act as specialists in nursery education, offering advice to councillors, education officers and their primary colleagues on policy and curriculum issues.  Experienced nursery school staff make a major contribution to local authority curriculum policies and guidelines.  The importance of the nursery head teacher as an expert in this field cannot be overstated; and
· under local Early Years Development and Childcare Plans, Early Excellence Centre and Children Centre programmes, nursery schools have easily been expanded to provide high quality integrated education and care.
Conclusion

16. For many years maintained nursery schools have been at the forefront of best practice in early years education.  They have admitted children from all backgrounds, employed well-qualified specialist teachers and involved parents in their children’s learning and development.    
17. The National Union of Teachers is not opposed to the concept of Children’s Centres and integrated provision.  The Union is concerned, however, that the way in which the educational provision within Children’s Centres is being rolled out will damage existing high quality provision.  

18. The effective removal of qualified teachers from the delivery of early years education to young children will serve to undermine further the high quality provision pre-existing in maintained nursery schools. 

19. The NUT is not advocating the preservation of the status quo in early years education for its own sake, it believes profoundly in the value of quality teaching and early years experiences for all young children.  

PAGE  
EYC CASE FOR NURSERY SCHOOLS_KDR

Created: 18 August 2006/KDR

             




25 September 2006
Revised: 25 September 2006/SA


