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Introduction
It is time for change. Our society is changing and so should our educational system. In stead of a limited time of education starting at primary school and finishing at university at the most, we face lifelong learning. We could add some parts to our schools at the beginning and at the end. But is that enough? It is like adding some extra rooms to your house. And for that you need a proper research of the existing structure. 

In this presentation I will tell you about the rooms we have added to our schools in the Netherlands for young children. 
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Now first I will tell you what (pre)school is all about. Why should there be (pre)school? 
In the next part I will tell you about the Dutch school system. 
Then I will evaluate this system and finally give you some research on improvement of parent participation.
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Why Education?

Imagine you want to build some extra rooms to your house. You hire a builder and ask them what is the most effective and efficient way to build. 
He starts to ask around, consult a few building experts on the latest techniques and materials, buys the latest equipment and hires the best contractors and starts to build.

A few month later the work is finished. But to your surprise it is not what you wanted. The rooms are to small and without a bathroom. It doesn’t have a connection to the other parts of the house. And worse of all: the existing structure has cracks! You turn to your builder and ask what went wrong. “Well, you only asked me to build effective and efficient. And I did. But you did not tell me what kind of rooms you wanted, so I build the same extension as I did for my cousin.”

Sounds stupid, building without hiring an architect to make a blueprint incorporating all your wishes into a proper design? 
Well that is what is happening with our schools. We just take for granted that there are institutions called schools and that the only problem for us as parents and teachers is what is most effective in teaching our children. 

I think before anything else we should concern ourselves with some other questions. Let’s see if we can do some architectural work before we start building.

It takes a whole village to raise a child…

This proverb is used originally by the African people, and Hillary Clinton was right in using this. How true it is! A child is born from a man and a woman, but that is not the whole story. Even from the very start of a child’s life, it is part of a community. Therefore society needs parents and parents need society. 

According to our Jewish Christian tradition, I have to learn, my whole life long. It is not something I can do in my spare time, like a hobby. Instead, it is my duty to learn whether I’m rich or poor, sick or healthy, young or old. Of all the rules for behaviour, learning is the most important. 
Learning leads to action and becoming a “Tov” person, according to Jewish tradition. “Tov” means not only good in itself, it means good as we are meant to be. It is not important that I am not like mother Theresa. It is about the importance of being me. 

But in becoming myself as I am meant to be I do not stand alone. I am a part of a community such as my family, my church, my village or my country. I am not being educated in a vacuum. Education is not only individual empowerment but education is by and for this community. 
The question we have to ask ourselves is what kind of people does our community need? 

Every child is born from a man and a woman. Those 2 people than make the most logical primary educators. 
This is the core family of a father and a mother with one or more children. From the beginning of a child’s life it is educated by these biologically attached people. It comes naturally. But this can never be enough. Not only because natural parents may be absent, but also because of choice.
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From very early civilisations we can plainly see that there are always other people involved. The Greek had their pedagogues, slaves that could educate children. The Jews had their Beth ha Midrasj, the house of learning, apart from the synagogue. We in modern society have all-inclusive educational systems. 

In all places and times education was never purely transfer of objective knowledge or practical skills. Education has always been a vehicle for worldview aiming for the improvement of the community. 
Its aim is to make the new generation responsible members of that community.

But in all this parents remain responsible for the education of the child. It is not the state, the church, the school or any other institution that is primary responsible. Parents hand over some of the responsibility for education to others, but they are the ones that form the basis of education. Why? Because of unconditional love. Other people may give love, but that is not the same as the unconditional love that parents have for their children. Therefore for many parents it is not easy to hand over the responsibility for their children’s education to an institution. 
There are mainly two reasons why parents want to do that:
1. Parents need or want to go to work and need someone to take care of their child during those hours.

2. Parents think that an institution can provide better care and education than they can provide for their child

But it is also a need for society that children are educated well, socialised within the system of society and that parents can go to work without harming their children’s education. Therefore parents are forced by law or encouraged by specialists to bring their child to an institution or school, especially for children with a deprived background. 
Governments also want to improve labour participation, specially for women, partly because they want to give them equal opportunities, but mainly because of the ageing of society. And this is exactly why we have to remain critical about early childhood education. It may be efficient and very effective in economical perspective to educate our children institutionally from a very early age. But we have to see that there is more to life that only economic value. 
So the conclusion that we can draw from this is that we need schools that cooperate actively with parents to raise children not only for economical purposes but give them a broad value-centred kind of education. 
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Pre-school system in the Netherlands

Having said this I want to show you how this works out in the Netherlands.
This picture shows you the whole educational system in the Netherlands. 
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Forget about the scheme. Let me only tell you the important stuff. Primary education in the Netherlands lasts 8 years. It starts a the age of 4 and ends at the age of 12. Compulsory education starts only at the age of 5, but 98% of the children will start their school education already at the age of 4.
This school for primary education has been established about 25 years ago. Before that time primary education started at the age of 6 and there was a non-compulsory kindergarten for children aged 4 and 5. 
This kindergarten was supposed to offer social education and responsible play for children. Formal education, like reading, writing and arithmetic only started at the age of 6 in primary school. 
Research shows that the development of the child is not strictly age-related. It is much more fluent. Therefore the educational system should provide a more flexible transition between play and formal learning. Our current education system offers such flexibility. Formal education still starts at the age of 6, or, as we call it, in group 3, but the kind of play the first two years offers is preparing for this formal learning. Also the school can adapt more to variations in development. Gifted children can be offered more and earlier learning material and disadvantaged children can be offered additional learning material. 

Teachers in primary education have a bachelor degree in educational practice.
In the Netherlands there is freedom of education, which means that parents can choose between a public school or a private school. 
All schools are publicly funded and supervised, so financially and in quality there is no difference. Schools are different in worldview, religion and school-concept. 
As you can see, what in some countries would be pre-school education has already partly been integrated in our school system. But there is still some years left before school starts, for children aged 0 to 4. For these years there are several possibilities in the Netherlands:
· Professional day-care facilities for children aged 
0-4: these facilities or services are mainly offered by private enterprises. Parents can bring their children during working hours. Some facilities offer very flexible opening hours. It can be used for several day parts during the week up to the whole week. Parents have to pay for this service according to  the time they bring their child and according to their income. 

Children receive care, but there is no pre-school program for all. The main goal of these facilities is care, not education. Recently more pre-school programs are offered to disadvantaged children, specially in the field of language-learning. Mainly working parents use this kind of services. But parents of disadvantaged children are encouraged to bring their children too. Care-takers in these facilities have a short and also lower professional training in child-care.
· Informal day-care facilities for children aged 0-4: this is mainly offered by relatives, such as grand-parents, or by neighbours. It can also be offered by people who just want to take care of a few children in their own home, called guest parents. In all cases informal care-takers have to have a first-aid certificate and have to have basic care qualifications. 
· Toddlers play area for children aged 2-4: these facilities are offered to encourage social behaviour of children. As families in the Netherlands are often small and small children don’t have natural opportunities to play together, these play areas offer possibilities for social play for 1 or 2 day parts a week. Many of these facilities are offered by non-profit foundations. Parents have to pay for this according to the time used and according to their income. Recently also these facilities offer pre-school programs to disadvantaged children, specially in the field of language learning. Parents of disadvantaged children are specially encouraged to bring their children. The staff of these facilities are called play-leaders and have a lower professional training in child-care. 
· Medical day-care for children aged 0-4: this is a special category only for children with medical, psychic or behavioural problems.
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Does it work? 

For the Dutch situation we need to make a distinction between child-care and pre-school programs. Child-care is mainly for pedagogical and social-economical reasons. Pre-school is there to prepare children for school; that is: to give children, and more specific the disadvantaged children a better start, specially in language. This pre-school is more a political issue. But both forms of early-childhood facilities have become instruments for our government for two reasons:
1. to improve early childhood education and thus to improve education in general to have finally citizens that are more capable to participate in society. In reality this reason focuses most on parents with a foreign background, especially from Mediterranean countries an and with lower socio-economical background.
2. to enable parents, especially mothers, to work in paid jobs. 

If these are the reasons to offer early childhood facilities, we have to ask: does it work? 
The second reason, the effect on labour-participation, seems to be a more emancipating reason. On second sight however the economy seems of more importance for our society. Despite all encouragement women in the Netherlands seem to prefer part-time jobs. 
So working more hours is not because people want more income or because of self-realisation, but policy makers tell us that we need more workers because of the ageing of our population. The majority of parents, and particularly the mothers, don’t want to have 2 full-time jobs and child-care or pre-school to enable that. This seems to be deeply rooted in our culture. Perhaps this will change only when parents see the quality of child-care similar to the quality they can offer. 
But let’s focus on the first reason. In the Netherlands there is very little research on the effects of child-care facilities on the children themselves. For pre-school programs there is more research. This research is actually shocking: most of the effects on children (the first reason) are negligible. 
Some of the studies show that child care has a positive effect on the cognitive and social development of children; however, it should be noted that this is highly dependent on the quality of the supply. In addition, there are also studies related to negative. A possible reason for this is that the effect is to a large extent determined by the difference in attention and encouragement between the situation in the home and in the nursery. On the effects of specific pre-school programs are multiple investigations. The results are disappointing. A note that is created by the researchers is that the research related to the situation before the pre-school has had an important quality impulse in 2000. But the verdict in a replica studies is that, both in the short and long term (once again) there are no effects of pre-school-participation on language, and work attitude. 
Remarkable, and at the same time worrying, is that there are no effects for the most important pre-school target audiences, the Turkish and Moroccan children. 
So if we want early childhood education in an institutional way and for the right reasons, what can we do to deliver the best education possible.
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Parental participation 

Dutch research shows that the effects of early childhood education is most affected by the way parents are involved. 
Part of the parents is unable or unwilling to take part in forms of parental involvement and parent participation in institutions because: 
• professionals are often thinking in impossibilities and believe that they have already tried much, while there is no inspiring vision, no clear ambition, not connecting basic approach and therefore little direct appeals to parents to participate in a partnership; 
• professionals don’t have the skills to encourage the involvement and participation of all parents or to monitor parents adequately; 
• parents do not have the willingness, the attitudes, knowledge and skills to participate. 
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So we need to develop some tools for improvement. People at the school expect that by continuously collaborating, the quality of the school and the education will improve.

This means that a school can no longer function without a vision on parents. 
This vision must be as clear as the vision on pupils or that of the pedagogical/didactic climate. Every teacher must have lived through this vision and should be able to put it into words.

To formulate a vision on parents, the essential question is: what kind of school do we want to be for parents? 

It is therefore essential that the school ask itself what kind of school parents wish to have. This does not mean that parents are the ones to determine the school’s vision, but that the opinion and the wishes of the parents are used as input to establish a vision.

After the parents (and any other interested parties) have been heard the school can formulate its vision for the parents. It is worthwhile to first establish as a team which core values are essential to communicating with parents.

A few of these values are:

-
openness

-
respect

-
Christian identity

-
transparency

The school then determines its vision on parents based on these core values.

This process of laying down a vision shows that parents do form the input for the vision but that the school determines what the vision is. This approach provides clarity and peace. 
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If we use these tools we are on the right way. Then we can go through 5 phases to successful school-orientation:
· Information – The school can barely ask anything from parents

· Structure – The school wants to be very transparent to the parents

· Relation – The school and the parents want to invest in social relationships

· Participation – The school sees parents as partners

· Innovation – The school and parents are both responsible for continuous improvement of the school

Parents can base their choice of school based on this vision.

I have brought some of the materials we use in the Netherlands both for parents as well as for teachers with lots of practical examples to improve their cooperation. You can take a look at them later. 
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Conclusion

You could argue about the benefit of institutions for child-care or pre-school. And I gladly will, since there are many points of discussion. It seems to me that by focussing on the “how” we forget to ask about the “why”. Should we have any institutional education for young children? What should be the purpose of such education? What kind of ethics or politics are involved? 

On the other hand we have to deal with already existing institutions. Parents and professionals have to make the best of that. Much can be improved. It doesn’t seem to matter which program you work with. The most important ingredient in the success of early childhood education is the improvement of the relationship between institutions and parents. So take each other seriously and act like real partners in education.
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