
Educational Policy
25(1) 65 –91

© The Author(s) 2011
Reprints and permission: http://www.
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/0895904810387789
http://epx.sagepub.com

387789 EPX25110.1177/0895904810387
789Moncrieff CochranEducational Policy
© The Author(s) 2011

Reprints and permission: http://www.
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

1Tufts University

International  
Perspectives on Early 
Childhood Education

Moncrieff Cochran1

Abstract

In this chapter Dr. Cochran uses an empirically based overarching conceptual 
framework linking historical patterns, current policy goals and intervening in-
fluences as a tool for understanding the policy and program outcomes mani-
fested in the early education programs of representative Western countries 
(Australia, France, Italy, Sweden). Policy domains addressed include national 
goals, ECE pedagogies, curricula, center-home linkages, multicultural educa-
tion, parent involvement, and teacher preparation. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of how the policy issues shaping program developments 
abroad have relevance for theUnited States.
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Across the globe, as well as within the United States, early care and education 
(ECE) services address a much broader range of goals than do primary schools. 
In his 29-country comparison of ECE policies and programs this author 
(Cochran, 1993) identified 10 different ECE policy goals worldwide, includ-
ing emancipating women and encouraging them to enter the labor market, 
caring for the children of employed parents, reducing the effects of child pov-
erty, providing children with health care and nutrition, better preparing chil-
dren for school, and socializing immigrant children and their parents. While 
these goals do not necessarily compete with one another, taken all together or 
in various combinations they call upon knowledge and expertise that cross 
disciplines and require substantial resources in order to be met successfully.1
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The early childhood period may be defined in the international context as 
extending from birth to the age when compulsory schooling begins (Bennett, 
2001). Although ECE services are provided in an integrated and continu-
ous manner across that entire age range in some countries, most notably in 
Scandinavia, the more typical pattern is to distinguish the infant-toddler 
period (age 0-3) from the preschool period (ages 3 to 5 or 6). For the purposes 
of this discussion the emphasis will be on that older age range, including the 
period of transition into compulsory schooling. Even within that narrower 
range most countries seek to accomplish multiple goals, both child focused 
(preparation for compulsory school, socialization of immigrant children) and 
parent oriented (employment-related child care).

A Cross-National Conceptual Framework
Throughout the world, nations are investing in early care and education as 
supplementary supports for the child-rearing activities of parents and other 
family members and as a means of preparing children for compulsory school-
ing. These programmatic efforts look different from country to country. What 
accounts for these differences? Do they mask underlying similarities? A general 
framework for explaining the nature of the policies and programs particular 
to a given country is shown in Figure 1.12

First, there are those historical and ongoing changes in a given society that 
have led to the major restructuring of families and communities and stimulated 
the need for additional family supports. Some of these changes (movement of 
women into the labor market, immigration) have occurred or are occurring in 
virtually every society. Others (poverty, rapid political change) are more country 
specific.

Intervening Influences

Policy Goals
Policy and Program

Dimensions

Historical
and

Contemporaneous
Changes

Figure 1. ECE policy goals, mediating influences, and outcomes
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The policy goals consist of those present-day aims in a given society that 
have stimulated ECE care policies and programs. Thus, programs may look 
different from country to country because of differing purposes in those societ-
ies. In one country a primary goal might be to provide employed mothers and 
fathers with other trustworthy adults to look after their children while they are 
on the job, whereas in another country it might be to better prepare children 
from low income families for success in primary school.

Even when two societies define the same purposes for early care and 
education, however, the policies and programs that they create to meet those 
needs may look quite different. This is because a set of intervening influences 
operates as a kind of filter, legitimizing certain kinds of programmatic 
responses and screening out others. One such influence is the nature of the 
economic system. In the United States, for instance, the influence of free 
enterprise capitalism legitimizes profit taking in the provision of human ser-
vices and results in large corporate chains of proprietary child care centers.3 
This corporate approach is not found in the Scandinavian countries, where 
social welfare economic systems limit profit making largely to enterprises 
not in the business of caring for people. The arrow in Figure 1 that runs from 
“Intervening Influences” to intersect with the one linking “Policy Goals” with 
“Policy and Program Outcomes” represents this filtering process, permitting 
the development of only those policy and program outcomes that meet the 
criteria imposed by those intervening elements of a given society. The inter-
vening influences include cultural beliefs, values, and norms; sociopolitical 
and economic ideologies; national wealth (per capita GDP); social welfare 
approach; racial, cultural, and/or religious diversity; other family policies; and 
institutional complexity.

The box to the right in the figure contains those policy and program 
dimensions along which ECE systems manifest the policy goals identified in 
a given society, as constrained and shaped by the intervening influences listed 
above. The policy and program dimensions include the extent of ECE provi-
sion (supply), the auspice under which the programs operate, the policy target 
(child/parent/community), the quality of services, regulatory concerns, the ages 
of children served, financing strategies, types of setting, professional devel-
opment strategies, curriculum goals, pedagogical emphasis, cultural content, 
and parent involvement.

One significant shortcoming inherent in a framework of this sort is that it 
does not portray the continual flux of societies. Analysis with such a frame-
work can too easily represent only a static slice of time in the life of a nation, 
when in fact change is ongoing. Recognizing this concern, the importance of 
including historical analysis needs to be underscored. Furthermore, an active 
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attempt should be made to look into the future as well as the past, by project-
ing forward from current demographic, social, and pedagogical trends in an 
effort to anticipate what an early care and education system might look like 
10 to 20 years from now.4

In his critique of existing frameworks for understanding child growth and 
development, Robert Myers points out that some are too linear, making it 
“difficult to pick up the mutual interaction (synergism) among the various 
components of development or the mutually adjusting process between child 
and environment that marks the developmental process as it moves through 
time.”5 As ECE policies are implemented, it is likely that changes over time 
in the intervening influences will alter policy and program outcomes. For 
instance, changes in other family policies (for instance, family leave) can affect 
the ongoing need for certain kinds of child care. In Sweden, for example, 
center-based infant care was introduced in the mid-1960s in response to the 
growing number of women returning to the work force immediately upon 
completion of 6 months of paid parental leave. Twenty years later, centers were 
providing very little infant care in Sweden because paid parental leave had 
been extended to 12 months, making it possible for one of the parents in most 
families to spend at least the first year with the child.

Given the large number of policy goals and policy and program outcomes 
receiving attention worldwide, criteria are needed for selecting a subset for 
this article that can be addressed manageably within the constraints of space. 
Two criteria have been applied in the selection of the topics shown in Figure 2: 
relevance for the United States, based on the author’s broad knowledge of the 
American ECE field, and the availability of data from countries with econo-
mies at a similar point in postindustrial development as the United States. The 
countries featured in the following discussion are Australia, France, Italy, and 
Sweden. Each of these topics is addressed in the pages that follow, beginning 
at the macrolevel and working inward. Where the data permit, an effort is made 
to document changes over time by comparing case studies of the same country 
conducted 15 years apart.6 The article concludes with a brief discussion linking 
the patterns found in Europe and Oceania with policy debates ongoing in the 
United States.

National Goals
The broad ECE policy goals in the European countries generally include 
both the care of young children while their parents are at work or in school 
and the development of those skills and attitudes associated with success in 
primary school. In carrying out these two missions, however, nations vary 



Moncrieff Cochran 69

quite significantly regarding whether the emphasis should be on develop-
ment broadly defined or more narrowly on cognitively oriented learning and 
subject matter skills (Bennett, 2001; Cochran, 1993). Figure 3 shows this 
tension between development and learning as a continuum and locates a 
number of European countries along it.

Sweden provides a good example of those nations in which the child’s 
optimal overall development guides policy development. Children aged 1 to 
5 receive full-time care and education in preschools, most of which are located 
in the neighborhoods where the children live and are separate from primary 
schools (Gunnarsson, 2007). Over the past 40 years the Swedish ECE system 
has moved somewhat to the right on the development/school learning contin-
uum, from an initial position at the developmental extreme, first by integrat-
ing “learning” into a national pedagogic program for preschools (1987) and 
then by shifting the national ECE program from the National Board of Social 
Welfare to the Ministry of Education (1996; Samuelsson, 2007).

In France, by contrast, care and education are implemented separately, with 
the care of children younger than 3 years of age developmentally oriented and 

ECE Pedagogies
Curriculum

Multicultural education

National Goals

Teacher/Caregiver
Preparation and Training 

ECE to school
linkages

Parent
involvement

Figure 2. Selected ECE policy targets in nested relations
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under the auspices of the Ministry of Social Affairs while the education of 
older preschool children is overseen by the Education Ministry. The universal 
preschool program, école maternelle, which serves virtually all children over 
age 3 (and about 35% of 2-year-olds), is cycle 1 of the primary school system, 
followed in turn by elementary school (Rayna, 2007a). Francis (2007) noted, 
“School work materials have been a concern among [école maternelle] teachers. 
Widely published and distributed through professional journals and by a rap-
idly expanding sector of school publishing, photocopiable work sheets as well 
as workbooks are used as learning material for children’s individual work . . . 
sometimes even for the youngest children (2- and 3-year-olds)” (p. 1079).

Teacher Preparation
The following trends in the professional development of ECE caregivers and 
teachers across Europe have been identified by a number of scholars (Moss, 
2001; OECD, 2001).

• Movement toward higher level and longer preservice preparation: 
This is now typically a 3- or 4-year college preparation increasingly 
viewed as similar in status to that of primary school teachers.

• Ongoing discussion of the balance between theory and practice in 
training: In general, European teacher preparation programs are 
built on a solid education and field-relevant knowledge base, along 
with a significant amount of practical experience.

• Challenges faced by nations in transition from old teacher prepara-
tion systems to upgraded ones: These include finding strategies to 
cover the costs of increased training for both the teacher candidate 
and the colleges, ways to increase the salaries of teachers obtaining 
higher qualifications, and integrating existing members of the work-
force who are not able or willing to obtain further education.

• In some countries, the greater integration of ECE teacher preparation 
with the preparation of primary and secondary school teachers and 

School-
related

learning

Integrated
development

Norway Denmark Sweden
Finland Germany

Italy
Belgium Netherlands

The U.K. France

Figure 3. Orientations shaping European ECE policy frameworks
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those staffing out of school or after school programs. This may take 
the form of 1 or 2 years during which teacher candidates share a com-
mon core of coursework, after which they specialize by age of child.

• Difficulties in recruiting men as teachers, or staff from minority 
communities: The need to diversify the workforce has come to the 
fore as the in-migration of families from other cultures has increased 
significantly in most European countries.

In France, where education of 3- to 5-year-olds and the care of the under 
threes are different spheres, the university-trained teachers in the école mater-
nelles are qualified to teach both in those settings and in elementary schools 
(2- to 11-year-olds; Moreau, 2007). This preparation moved from separate 
teacher training colleges to the university in the early 1990s. Requirements 
include completion of a three year college degree in a core subject (math, biol-
ogy, literature, etc.), preparation for and completion of a national exam, and a 
year of professional training (including 8-12 weeks of supervised practicum). 
There is concern within the ECE field at the lack of specialization in early 
years education within the current system, both in the coursework and in 
supervision of the field placements.

Sweden has also recently (2000) reformed its ECE teacher preparation 
system, further integrating it with primary and secondary teacher education 
(Karlsson-Lomander, 2007). A unified, interdisciplinary curriculum is distrib-
uted across the 3.5-year program, regardless of age-level interest, and at least 
one full year (two semesters) is devoted to the age-level specialization (ECE). 
Field practica are spread across the first three program years, with the final 
(seventh) semester designed as a reflection period organized around prepara-
tion of an applied thesis. Students completing this new program are eligible to 
work in preschools, in primary schools through the fifth grade, and in school-
age child care. Critique of this radical realignment of teacher preparation strat-
egies has taken four forms: (1) students interested in different developmental 
levels (early childhood, middle childhood, adolescence) view their knowledge 
needs differently, and so invest their academic energies differently across the 
different types of coursework (general education, subject-matter studies, spe-
cialist studies); (2) the general education studies are perceived as hard to apply 
to the teaching profession; (3) the wide range of course choices available to 
students individualizes student programs so much that they need guidance in 
order to emerge with a course combination attractive to prospective employ-
ers; and (4) the number of students aiming to become teachers of young chil-
dren has dropped considerably. This decline is explained in several different 
ways. Students may believe that working conditions are more congenial in 
the public schools or that salaries and social status are higher. There also may 
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be less of a collective identity supporting ECE teacher candidates, due to the 
more diffuse and individualistic nature of the new structure.

The Italian ECE teacher preparation system for the teachers of 3- to 6-year-
olds has in common with France and Sweden an evolving form emphasizing 
both longer duration and affiliation with the national university system (Nigris, 
2007). Consisting of special high schools for teachers until 1998, the system 
became a 4-year university program in that year, and since 2007 has become 
a 5-year (three undergraduate, two graduate) program in which the first years 
include preparation for teaching in general and the graduate-level focuses on 
the age-level specialization. One concern with the evolving system in Italy 
involves a growing tendency to widen the educational gap between those work-
ing with 1- to 3-year-olds and those working with 3- to 6-year-olds, and in so 
doing interrupt the long-standing tradition of continuity and exchange between 
those two groups, and the holistic developmental emphasis characterizing the 
Italian approach to early care and education. Although the new system aligns 
better with the preparation of primary school teachers, there is fear that too 
much subject matter emphasis will lead to a loss of connection with family 
and local cultural life. In the words of Nigris,

A new balance between basic training [preservice] and professional 
development [inservice] is crucial; good educators have to be well 
formed and cultivated. But they are not specialists or experts on single 
subject or problems: rather they are professionals of everyday life, 
capable of interacting with parents, to support them by sharing the 
responsibilities of growing and educating their children, to look at the 
children as whole persons in specific and changing environments or 
ecological niches, to help them find many ways and languages to 
express themselves and develop. (p. 1150)

Preschool—Primary School Linkages
Neuman (2001), drawing from the rich data provided by the OECD Thematic 
Review of Early Childhood Education and Care Policy, examined strategies 
for lining ECE programs with primary schools in the OECD countries other 
than the United States and the contexts within which these transitions have 
been understood and developed. She found, as context, that while some coun-
tries frame the transition narrowly as concern for school readiness and school 
preparation, the more recent understanding is that facilitating this transition 
is a shared responsibility among home, school, ECE program, and the com-
munity. She distinguished between those countries that promote universal, 
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education-based ECE as a way of introducing learning skills and familiariz-
ing all children with early schooling (Belgium, France, and Luxembourg, for 
example), and those that view childhood “as a phase of life with intrinsic 
value” (p. 188) and not simply preparation for later (the Scandinavian coun-
tries, Italy). She pointed out that although there have been recent moves 
toward closer collaboration between ECE services and the public schools, 
differing visions and cultures have led to different objectives, pedagogical 
approaches, and methods and spawned the perception that increased collabo-
ration would be threatening. In her words,

While early childhood professionals have called for the early years of 
primary school to adopt a more child-centered approach, others feel that 
there is an important culture of the schools that must be preserved. 
There is concern in the early childhood community that more collabora-
tion with the schools will lead to a downward pressure from the primary 
schools to become more “school-like” and focus more narrowly on 
emerging literacy and numeracy. Many primary teachers are concerned 
about the increasing number of children who are not “prepared” for 
formal schooling, and feel that preschools could benefit from emphasiz-
ing more challenging content. These different philosophies translate 
into a common lack of understanding or vision between teachers and 
ECEC staff, concerning their respective roles in children’s early devel-
opment and learning. (p. 189)

Neuman identified the four following general strategies for strengthening 
links between ECE systems and schools:

• Structural continuity—This strategy, reflected earlier in the discus-
sions of national goals and teacher preparation, involves unifying 
both ECE programs and primary education under the same admin-
istrative auspice, typically the national Ministry or Department of 
Education. Aligning policies in this way is not limited to nations 
more narrowly focused on school readiness as the goal of ECE; 
Sweden and Italy are counterexamples. The concerns with making 
Education the governing authority include fear that child welfare 
and child health will be marginalized and that important ECE peda-
gogies will lose out to the dominant school-based model of learning 
and teaching.
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• Pedagogical and program continuity—Neuman (2001) noted that 
most European countries have adopted national curricula or frame-
works for ECE programming and that most of those guidelines ref-
erence the importance of facilitating the child’s transition from the 
ECE program into the primary school. She identified several concep-
tual strategies for promoting pedagogical continuity across the ECE-
school transition, including defining a “cycle of learning” that spans 
the developmental period from age 5 through age 7 (as in France), 
and promoting an educational process from birth through age 20 as a 
lifelong learning pathway made up of three mutually coherent, inter-
locking curricula (birth through age 6, grades 1-9, grades 10-12).

• Professional continuity—Neuman distinguishes two ways of con-
necting the ECE and primary school professionals working with 
young children: staff training and teamwork. Reference was made 
earlier to a structural strategy during preservice teacher prepara-
tion: the integration of ECE and primary school teacher candidates 
within university teacher preparation programs. This usually takes 
the form of combined coursework during the first several years, fol-
lowed by several years of coursework and practica focused on the 
more specialized age group. Where ECE and primary school teach-
ers are prepared together there is some evidence that this increases 
the status and working conditions of preschool teachers but may 
result in some loss of valued ECE teaching methods. Where 
preparation of the two teaching cadres is kept very separate, those 
working with the younger children are likely to have much lower 
professional status and compensation (Neuman, 2001). Several of the 
Scandinavian countries train professionals to work with children 
in out-of-school settings, who may serve as a bridge between ECE 
and primary school teachers.

• The teamwork strategy involves bringing ECE and primary school 
teachers together to overcome professional boundaries and pro-
mote coherence in the lives of children (Neuman, 2001). In some 
cases (Norway, for instance) Grade 1 of primary school is a setting 
where both ECE and primary school teachers work as a team with 
the children transitioning in from local preschools, and several of 
the Scandinavian countries have designed the first several grades 
of primary school to carry forward child-centered pedagogies from 
the preschool settings through collaboration among staff from both 
settings.
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• Continuity with home and community—Based on the understanding 
in the field of early education that meaningful parent involvement 
is central both to successful child development and to more general 
family support (New & Cochran, 2007), efforts to include parents 
and the broader community in the ECE to school transition have 
been given attention in European policy making. These have gener-
ally taken the form of more or less structured conversations with par-
ents about their children’s development and learning. Neuman (2001) 
described the systematic documentation processes used in France 
and Italy, including recorded observations, child drawings, photos, 
and video, which can be used as a basis for child-focused discussions 
with parents, as an opportunity for the current teacher to reflect on 
her practice and for use by next year’s teacher to gain insight into the 
incoming child’s world view and skills development.

Parent Involvement
In his comprehensive cross-national comparison of child care policies and 
programs Cochran (1993) noted a shift toward greater concern about parent 
involvement and parental choice in those countries with a relatively long his-
tory of professional child care provision (Finland, Norway, Sweden, France). 
Fifteen years later there is evidence that this trend has continued, and perhaps 
even accelerated. The ongoing tension between the “caring” and “education” 
goals of early care and education continues to be played out to a certain extent 
in terms of both teacher and parental attitudes toward parent involvement. In 
countries where the dominant ECE goal is school readiness teacher resistance 
to parental influence tends to persist, whereas in those countries where overall 
development is the top priority parental participation tends to be encouraged 
and applauded. During the past decade an allied concept—parent support—has 
been taken up more broadly in Europe, often aimed at the perceived assimila-
tion needs of immigrant families (and more typically focused on parents with 
infants and toddlers).

Parent involvement emerged as an issue in France during the 1970s when 
children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds began attending the école 
maternelles (Bouve, 2007). This shift was recognized in official documents in 
1977, strengthened in 1986, and reinforced further in 2000. However, because 
the école maternelle is so focused on school readiness great weight is given to 
the professional role of the teacher, which has typically meant holding parents 
at arms length. A decade ago, however, the idea of further supporting parenting 
as a role emerged in both political and professional discourse, and the école 
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maternelles are seen as contributing to this effort (Bouve, 2007). Parent–child 
play centers designed to reduce parental isolation are one strategy being tried 
as a means of building social networks among families, especially in immigrant 
communities. On the question of whether such programs actually shift the bal-
ance of power between parents and professionals Bouve sees ambiguity and 
considerable distance between policy and practice.

In Sweden, where the ECE goal is continuous learning and develop-
ment through play rather than school preparation,7 the emphasis has been on 
close cooperation between teachers and parents from the beginning—1960s 
(Gunnarsson, 2007). Strategies aimed at fostering and reinforcing this mutu-
ality are both structural and interactional. Key structures include agreements 
with workplaces that allow parents to attend preschool during the first several 
weeks of their child’s enrollment, evenings scheduled for information 
exchange and networking among families, and twice yearly individual parent–
teacher meetings to discuss how things are going. Parents may have seats on 
the center’s governing board (Flising, 2007). Sweden also has an ongoing 
tradition of what are called open preschools, which offer part-time activities 
for children not enrolled in other services, accompanied by their parents. 
Somewhat analogous to what is now emerging in France, these settings facili-
tate the linking of parents with one another as well as providing socialization 
experiences for the children (Gunnarsson, 2007).

Like Sweden, the ECE emphasis in Italy is on whole child development 
rather than early schooling; what Italians refer to as “a developing culture of 
childhood” (Mantovani (2007a), p. 1112). Mantovani describes the tradition 
of partecipazione that “links the daily life of children, family, and school 
together through practices such as gradual transition from home to school, 
parental engagement in school activities and planning, [and] projects expand-
ing the school life by bringing children out into the community and commu-
nity members into the school” (pp. 1112-1113). Bove (2007) pointed out that 
the quality of partnerships with parents is influenced by the fact that Italian 
children typically stay in the same preschool with the same team of adults for 
3 years, which allows time for parents and teachers/caregivers to really get to 
know one another. She explains that parents are involved with their children’s 
preschool some combination of the following ways:

• on the elected preschool governing board;
• during drop-off and pick-up time;
• during the gradual transition of the child and her/his parents into the 

preschool setting. As in Sweden, this is a gradual, week-long process 
of becoming familiar that takes place among parents, child, and new 
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caregiver/teacher, which provides the child the chance to explore the 
new environment, practice brief separations, and feel increasingly 
secure with new adults and children;

• during regular interviews and meetings designed to encourage the 
sharing of educational ideas and life with children;

• informal gatherings on special occasions (holidays, end of year, etc.).

Italy also stresses the importance of family and preschool staff getting 
to know one another even before actual transition into the program begins, 
through family visits to the center, individual interviews between parents and 
staff, and meetings of new parents with those already with children enrolled 
in the center. One Italian expert notes the new challenges for parent involve-
ment posed by the growing number of families from different cultural back-
grounds settling in Italy:

These families bring with them, within the universal expectations of 
[what is] best for their youngsters, different ways of understanding and 
experiencing educational responsibilities, interdependence and auton-
omy, and community life. Early childhood educational experiences can 
thus be a crucial opportunity either for a feeling of belonging or a first 
experience if exclusion. (Bove, 2007, p. 1145)

Pedagogies in Early Childhood Education
Although the term “pedagogy” is characterized as too closely associated with 
formal education to be palatable for some ECE experts, others argued that 
early childhood offers a special opportunity for the understanding of peda-
gogical perspectives. Mantovani (2007b) claimed that early childhood “is a 
crucial focus for pedagogy because it is the period of life where the underly-
ing assumptions related to the processes and the experience of growing, 
interacting, learning, being taken care of, and being educated can be observed 
at their origins; within the family and in other educational contexts less for-
malized than school and other instructional settings” (p. 1115, italics added). 
She defines pedagogy as

the general framework within which we think about education . . . 
where we reflect about education, its means, methodology, and goals. 
Pedagogy is reflection about educational experiences that are character-
ized by values, goals, intentionality, intrinsically relational . . ., situated 
in culture and in time, and asymmetric. Pedagogy is at the same time a 
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theory (of education) and a practical science, and is therefore both 
philosophical and political. (p. 1115)

Mantovani underscores that ECE pedagogy is both a powerful expression 
of what she calls “cultural niches” and the exploration of larger paradigms 
and practices—“a good example of the tension between cultural identity and 
universal goals that characterize the modern world” (p. 1116).

In her description of pedagogies in Australian early childhood education 
Kilderry (2007) distinguishes among those that are traditional and those now 
emerging. In the traditional category she puts the child centered pedagogies, 
which are informed primarily by child development theories and notions of 
developmentally appropriate practice as they relate particularly to indi-
vidual children and their particular developmental trajectories. Montessori 
and Steiner approaches are represented, as are Gardener’s multiple intel-
ligences, with the common denominator being planning for the individual 
child based on his or her needs. Play-based pedagogies, also traditional and 
very common, often have much in common with child-centered pedagogy, 
but with the explicit belief that young children learn most naturally and eas-
ily through more or less structured forms of play. Highly influential theo-
rists like Froebel and Piaget gave particular centrality to play as the context 
for development and learning in early childhood. Emerging types of peda-
gogy identified by Kilderry include those that are sociocultural, inquiry 
driven, postmodern, and critical. She describes sociocultural pedagogies as 
stressing the importance of expert “cultural guides” (adults and peers) for 
helping children acquire the cultural tools (written language, number sys-
tems, other signs and symbols) needed both to assimilate into the surround-
ing culture and to stimulate higher mental functions. Lev Vygotsky’s cultural 
historical theory is often referenced in this context, as are current concerns 
with antibias multicultural education and cultural competence in teachers. 
Inquiry-driven pedagogy in Australia has most recently been stimulated by 
the work of Malaguzzi in the Reggio Emilia region of Italy (see below), 
which is child centered in its emphasis on the child as an inquisitive, initi-
ating person and stresses the importance of various documentation strate-
gies as providing the adult with guides to the child’s emerging capacities 
and potentialities. Kilderry described postmodern pedagogies as “driven by 
principles of social transformation and democratic education” which 
“provide educators a language of critique and possibility” (p. 886). In the 
Australian context she references the approach of McNaughton and 
Williams (2004), from which have come “specialist teaching techniques” 
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like coconstructing, community building, deconstructing, and empowering. 
Critical pedagogy is a perspective that encourages close interrogation of 
knowledge to uncover who benefits and who suffers, who controls the 
information, and what is fair and unfair (Husband & Dixon, 2007). Stress 
is on the ability to uncover hidden aspects of curriculum that advantage 
some and disadvantage others (Kilderry, 2007). The importance of rethink-
ing and changing approaches to the early education of Aboriginal children 
is offered by Kilderry as an Australian example of the utility in bring a criti-
cal perspective to bear on early childhood education.

In Italy the pedagogy of early childhood education has the following char-
acteristics Mantovani (2007b):

• It is a holistic approach, built around the idea that the child is active, 
constructive, competent, and social, interacting with adults, peers, 
and cultural artifacts in culturally situated settings through “guided 
participation.”

• It includes the idea of multiple intelligences and languages, and thus 
the integration of literacy, art, science, and social development.

• It gives prominence to the importance of the physical environments 
containing the educational process (the organization and esthetics of 
space).

• It pays particular attention to participatory processes (socioemotional, 
community, political) in defining how ECE settings should function, 
through systematic engagement of families, local politicians, and 
other citizens.

Mantovani identifies seven intersecting ideas that shape the overall Italian 
approach to early childhood education, to each of which she attaches the 
word pedagogia:

• a pedagogy of well-being, which addresses the personal needs of the 
child and adults in his/her life;

• a pedagogy of the quality and esthetics of the physical environ-
ment, focused on space and materials and on documentation of 
those objects in ways that capture the value of childhood for the 
community;

• a pedagogy of interpersonal relationships, to develop and sustain 
autonomy and develop a strong sense of self through dialogue, dis-
cussion, and fun;
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• a pedagogy of continuity, in which children stay with peers and 
teachers for three years, and group projects are sustained over con-
siderable time periods;

• a pedagogy of “partecipazione,” through which parents and other 
community members both influence and are influenced by the physi-
cal and social characteristics of the ECE program, including the run-
ning of the program and the daily practices that connect the program 
with both families and others in the local community (see earlier);

• a pedagogy of documentation that identifies systematic observation, 
listening, and recording as opportunities to document who children 
are and what they do for use in reviewing, celebrating and rethink-
ing their past experiences, both as evaluation and as a means of 
enriching and further extending the local “culture of childhood”;

• a pedagogy of “culture,” seen as an informed consciousness of the 
cultural nature of child- and education-related practices, linked in 
part to the recent wave of immigration into Italy and consequent 
need to “reorganize, redefine, and expand the boundaries of the ped-
agogy of childhood without disregarding traditions and roots in the 
community” (Mantovani (2007b), p. 1118).

Within these seven pedagogical ideas can be found a heavy emphasis of 
what Kilderry (2007) classified as the traditional (in early education) child-
centered and play-based pedagogical orientations, built upon a very strong 
inquiry-driven impetus and with a well-articulated sociocultural overlay.

Curriculum
Mantovani (2007b) defined curricula as the “specific frameworks and pro-
cesses of teaching and learning” and the “translation of broader theories 
and ideas about education [into action]” (p. 1116). In his 2001 review of 
ECE curricula in the countries of the European Union Bennett distinguished 
between two types of official curricula issued by national ministries, what 
he called framework, consultative and central, competency-oriented curri-
cula. He associates the former tradition with the “Froebal-influenced coun-
tries of the North” and the latter with “the preschool countries of continental 
Europe” (p. 245).

The framework, consultative type—Bennett describes this approach as 
one that lays out the primary values, orientations, and goals for local pro-
grams, but leaves interpretation and implementation to the local level. The 
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emphasis is typically on holistic development, with an integrated approach 
that follows the child’s interests and precludes particular subject matter at 
fixed times on a daily basis.

• Advantages: seeks to encourage and practice social values and cohe-
sion in addition to building human capital; encourages public dis-
cussion of children’s spaces and participation in preschool planning 
and activities; retains the responsibility of deciding how best to meet 
broad curricular goals, and accountability for accomplishing the 
goals, in the hands of education professionals and parents.

• Disadvantages: is more expensive, because more time and energy 
by more people is spent developing and sustaining local curriculum 
variations; the framework is thought of as “too loose,” increasing 
the likelihood that children learn little that prepares them for school 
(Bennett see little evidence for this); requires a society with a his-
tory of strong citizen participation in participatory democracy.

The central, competency-based type—Bennett described this general 
approach as highly centralized control of the curriculum, with official Ministry 
directives “that are further elaborated through detailed programs issued by the 
Ministry or by publishers following the Ministry directives” (p. 235). Basic 
competencies are laid out, which every child should master. The curriculum 
as backed with highly focused inservice training of teachers and periodic 
inspection of local program operations.

• Advantages: Curricular reform is easier and faster, because little 
local consultation is required or expected; because teacher led rather 
than following each child’s interest, cost can be reduced through 
higher staff-child ratios; greater curricular continuity from preschool 
to school, due to centralization of authority for aligning preschool 
with primary school curricula; easy access to a well-researched cur-
riculum, eliminating the need to search out curricula from a variety 
of sources and traditions.

• Disadvantages: reinforces in teachers a tendency to use a didactic, 
adult-directed approach to teaching, with less interest in the needs of 
individual children; is more likely to exclude parents from an exclu-
sively expert-based system; discourages child play in the interest of 
mastering highly specific competencies.
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Sweden provides an example of the framework, consultative approach to 
a national curriculum. As described by Pramling Samuelsson (2007), the cur-
riculum consists of the following five groups of goals:

Norms and values—preschool is to actively and intentionally stimulate 
children to develop an understanding of the democratic values com-
mon to Swedish society, including the ability to discover, reflect on, 
and work out a position on different ethical dilemmas and funda-
mental questions in daily life and to have respect for all forms of life 
and look after the surrounding environment;

Development and learning—preschool should provide a unified education 
built on care, nurturing, and education, with activities that stimu-
late play, creativity, joyful learning and are responsive to children’s 
expressed interest in new opportunities to learn knowledge and 
skills. The flow of ideas and diversity should be explored.

Emphasis should be on helping children discover their identities and feel 
secure in themselves; develop their ability to listen, narrate, reflect and express 
their own views; cultivate a rich and varied spoken language and the ability 
to communicate with others and to express their thoughts; and expand their 
vocabulary and concepts, including the ability to play with words, and their 
interest in the written language.8

Children’s influence—as a basis for understanding democracy, chil-
dren be given responsibility for their own actions and for the envi-
ronment in preschool, based on their emerging capacities. This 
means developing in them the ability to express their thoughts and 
views and to understand and act in accordance with democratic 
principles by participating in different kinds of cooperation and deci-
sion making.

Preschool and home—the adult (s) with legal guardianship of the child 
are responsible for the children’s upbringing and development, with 
the preschool serving as a complement to the home. As such the pre-
school should maintain a dialogue with parents on the child’s well-
being, development, and learning, both in and outside the preschool, 
on an ongoing basis; take due account of parents’ viewpoints when 
planning and carrying out activities; and make sure that parents are 
involved in assessing the activities of the preschool.

Cooperation with school—there should be a trust-based cooperation 
between preschool and school (including after-school care), based on 
national and local goals. When it is time to transfer from preschool to 
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school, the preschool staff has responsibility for finding appropriate 
ways of rounding off and concluding the preschool period.

Pramling Samuelsson emphasizes that there is very little discussion of 
methods in the national curriculum. These decisions are delegated to teachers, 
program directors, and others at the local level.

An example of the central, competency-based type of curriculum is found 
in France (Bennett, 2001). The national curriculum for the école maternelle 
is designed as a part of the overall primary school (Vitali, 2007). It specifies 
five activity domains:

• Living together
• Learning to speak
• Acting and expressing emotions and thoughts with one’s body
• Discovering the world
• Imagining, feeling, and creating.

Competencies are specified for each domain. For instance, the language 
domain, considered the most important, identifies the following clusters of 
competencies:

• Communicative competencies
• Competencies related to describing action (language in situation)
• Competencies related to evocative language
• Competencies related to writing (writing functions, familiarity with 

literature and written language, discover of language sounds, draw-
ing activities and writing, discovery of alphabetic principles).

Teachers are required to develop their educational projects and organize 
activities within this framework. Little reference is made to play, which is 
limited outdoors to 30 minutes each in the morning and afternoon (Vitali, 
2007, pp. 1081-1083).

Multicultural Education
When the author and colleagues completed their cross-national comparison in 
1992 a number of the European participants had noted the influx of “new 
immigrants” into their societies, but there was little mention of specific policy 
or program responses to this demographic shift. Fifteen years later evidence 
of such responses is much more apparent.

In the Australian context Kalantzis and Cope (2007) emphasize that within-
society cultural differences affect child outcomes to the extent that minority 
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cultures are constrained by the majority culture’s control over the “the broad 
dynamics of power and privilege, of history and location, and of the accident 
of birth and life experience” (p. 875). They distinguish four alternative educa-
tional models for addressing within-society cultural differences: exclusion, 
assimilation, superficial multiculturalism, and cultural pluralism. Exclusion 
establishes and maximizes distance between the student’s “ecological” niche 
and the main stream. Assimilation demands that the child forsake the self-
definition developed at home and in the local community in favor of experi-
ences and competencies central to the dominant culture. Kalantzis and Cope 
define superficial multiculturalism as recognition of different cultural worlds 
on the surface—as objects of study or folklore—but “only insofar as the fun-
damental [dominant] framework of seeing, valuing, and knowing remains sin-
gular and undisturbed” (p. 877). What they call cultural pluralism requires, 
instead, that the mainstream culture be transformed into “a site of openness, 
negotiation, experimentation, and the interrelation of alternative frameworks 
and mindsets (p. 877)”. One goal of such a pluralistic approach is that alter-
native cultural routes to successful adulthood and equitable access to the 
resources of the political mainstream be recognized, applauded, and encour-
aged within the educational system.

Although immigration has a long history in France, the home countries 
of immigrants has shifted from central and southern Europe (Italy, Poland, 
Spain, Portugal) to Africa, Turkey, Asia, and Eastern Europe. Partly as a con-
sequence of this shift France has been forced to reexamine its traditional 
assimilative stance toward children whose home cultures are not traditionally 
French. Rayna (2007b) pointed out that France has not traditionally recog-
nized communities made up of families organized around a common culture, 
religion, or national origin (other than French) and that distinguishing people 
according to their national or cultural origins is currently forbidden. She indi-
cates, however, that “Within a context of increasing social problems and pov-
erty, France is currently searching for a new model of integration, no longer 
referring to the former goal of assimilation” (p. 1069).

Within the early care and education sector this search is taking place more 
within the infant-toddler sector (crèches) than in the école maternelles, which 
are considered primary locales for integration (with a primary focus on the 
French language). Especially promising is an adaptation of parent coop-
erative crèches for the empowerment of immigrant parents as they grapple 
with the challenges of adjusting to the expectations of the mainstream culture 
while trying to maintain some of the values of the culture of origin at home 
(Rayna, 2007b).9
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Like France, Sweden has also experienced a “new wave” of immigration 
that has forced a reexamination of policy toward children whose home cul-
tures are not Swedish. During the last two decades of the 20th century 
Swedish policy had focused primarily on difference in language rather than 
in cultural values and norms (Gunnarsson, 2007), and the policy response had 
been to encourage bilingualism in the preschools by staffing them with bilin-
gual teachers. The recent influx of immigrants from beyond Europe and 
Turkey has resulted in preschools with children from as many as 15 to 20 dif-
ferent nationalities. With this demographic change has come a shift in national 
policy from the idea that children with a home language other than Swedish 
were “at risk” to one that considers multilingualism an asset to be celebrated 
in an increasingly global environment. In the words of the Swedish National 
Curriculum:

Awareness of their own cultural heritage and participating in the cul-
tures of others should contribute to the children’s ability to understand 
and empathize with the circumstances and values of others. The pre-
school can help to ensure that children from national minorities and 
children with a foreign background receive support in developing dual 
cultural affiliation. (Gunnarsson, 2007, p. 1248)

Relevance for the United States
Early care and education systems in the United States are developing at the 
level of the 50 states rather than nationally (Cochran, 2007; Cryer & Clifford, 
2003; Kamerman & Gatenio, 2003). Although the federal government pro-
vides significant funding for ECE programs, most of those funds pass 
through to the states, and all local programs are regulated by the state. Thus, 
it is appropriate and productive to compare ECE policies the American states 
in much the same way and along many of the same dimensions as have been 
used in European cross-national comparisons. The following illustrations can 
serve to underscore the potential in further investigating the ongoing ECE 
policy debates in Europe and elsewhere in the world for insights that can be 
useful for the ongoing development of early care and education policies in 
the United States:

• An integrated vs. age divided system—the general pattern in the 
United States and in state systems is to distinguish 0- to 3-year-
olds from 3- to -5 year-olds rather than designing an integrated sys-
tem for children aged 0 to 5. Because they have age-differentiated  
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systems, countries on the European continent like Italy and France 
have more to teach us about the strengths and shortcomings of such 
a bifurcated approach than those in Scandinavia. The period of 0 to 
3 years of age deserves particular attention and is least developed 
in both France and Italy as well as in the United States. Given their 
relatively generous parental leave programs, European countries 
can afford less emphasis on the very young, knowing that most are 
with one or another parent at least through the first 6 months to a 
year of life. Unfortunately, because the United States has one of the 
least generous parental leave policies in the world (Cochran, 2007), 
many American infants enter full-time child care shortly after birth 
(8 to 12 weeks old). Given the high levels of both potential and 
vulnerability inherent in the very early years, it is vital that the U.S. 
states and the nation as a whole make a much greater investment in 
the quality of care for our youngest citizens than has been the case to 
date. In the author’s view, the integrated, developmental approach to 
the care and education of these very young children found in Scan-
dinavia offers richer and more nuanced lessons for the United States 
than do the bifurcated systems in central and Southern Europe.

• Tensions between development and learning—the play-based, child-
centered, constructivist pedagogy advocated as “developmentally 
appropriate practice” by the National Association for the Education 
of Young Children (Copple & Bredecamp, 2009), the closest thing 
in the United States to national ECE guidelines, advocates a peda-
gogy that contrasts rather sharply with those being put forth by state 
Education Departments for the early years of primary school. Many 
American ECE professionals fear the “push-down” of elementary 
curricular approaches into the prekindergarten years (Katz, 2003). 
Policies addressing these concerns in countries like France, Sweden, 
and Italy could provide useful guidance to this debate. The “three 
to third” movement here in the United States, which emphasizes 
the building of systems integrating the education of children from 
age 3 through the third grade, is an innovation with great potential 
for bridging the preschool/K-12 “chasm” and imbuing the early pri-
mary grades with some of the developmentally appropriate concepts 
and practices that have proved successful in preschool settings.10

• Teacher preparation—Just as in Europe, both the U.S. states (through 
prekindergarten) and federal programs (Head Start) have been raising 
the credential requirements for teachers in their early education pro-
grams for 3- to 5-year-olds (Lekies & Cochran, 2002), reexamining the 
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balance of theory and practice in teacher preparation (Early et al., 2007) 
and struggling to find equitable ways to work with current teachers 
unable to meet new credential requirements (Schecter, 2009, personal 
communication, November 20, 2009). As the states continue to refine 
their teacher preparation systems much could be learned from consulta-
tion with colleagues in Europe. Two policy issues in particular deserve 
attention by American educational researchers and policy makers: the 
interrelated questions of how many years of preparation are needed 
to become a fully competent ECE teacher and the role of supervised 
practicum experiences in this preparation.

• Preschool–primary school linkages—most American states have 
worked hard to align the curricular goals of their prekindergarten 
programs with those of their primary schools. Much debate is ongo-
ing about whether ECE teachers should receive the same preservice 
preparation as teachers in the early elementary grades. This issue 
intersects with several of those referenced earlier—the ages of chil-
dren served by the ECE system (very young vs. older) and the peda-
gogical tensions between overall development and specific domains 
of learning. Our European colleagues have given much more thought 
to these issues than we have, and a great deal could be learned through 
more dialogue with them on this topic.

• Pedagogy—this is a policy arena in which the United States has much 
in common with European colleagues, primarily through the work of 
American universities in teacher preparation and through the reach 
of the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC). European thought leaders from Froebel and Montessori 
through Piaget to Malaguzzi and the Reggio Emilia network continue 
to influence American ECE pedagogies, and American ECE research 
has had an impact in Europe. The concept of equity in ECE services 
and programming has a higher profile in Europe than in the United 
States and would be a fruitful area of inquiry for American researchers 
and policy advocates.

• ECE Curriculum—the U.S. states vary to some extent along the 
Bennett (2001) Consultative Framework—Centralized Competency-
focused continuum. The national guidelines provided by NAEYC’s 
Developmentally Appropriate Practices (Copple & Bredecamp, 
2009) consist of overviews of the research-based development and 
learning principles undergirding early childhood education, with 
implications for practice, and then grounded examples of appro-
priate practice to guide practitioners. Somewhat in contrast, the 
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federal Head Start Performance Standards, also highly central-
ized in the federal Child Care Bureau, have become increasingly 
competence based over the past decade (Katz, 2003). The ongo-
ing discussion of the extent to which prekindergarten programs in 
the states should permit local variations in curriculum develop-
ment and specify competencies to be attained for school readiness 
through state prekindergarten programs could benefit from what 
is being learned through the debates on this general question tak-
ing place in Europe.
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Notes

 1. A tension between parent- and child-focused policy goals can occur, for instance, 
when a center is regulated differently for its prekindergarten (child) and full-day 
care (parent) functions, as in many U.S. states.

 2. Cochran, 1993, 1997; New & Cochran, 2007.
 3. Kindercare, La Petit Academy, Bright Horizons, and Children’s World are examples.
 4. See Cochran, 2007, for a fuller discussion of this framework.
 5. Myers, 1992, p. 75.
 6. The author worked with colleagues abroad to compile 29 national case studies in 

1992, 9 of which were repeated in revised and expanded form in 2007. Four of those 
nine (Australia, France, Italy, Sweden) provide the case material for this article.

 7. Although the system is administered through the Ministry of Education. See earlier.
 8. Related to the development and learning goals are what are referred to as “everyday 

life skills.” Which include a number of qualities like cooperative skills, responsi-
bility, initiative, flexibility, reflection, communicative skills, problem-solving skills, 
critical stance, creativity, and the ability to learn how to learn (Pramling Samuelsson, 
2007, p. 1264).

 9. A European network called Diversity in Early Childhood Education and Training 
(DECET) is facilitating this work and corresponding initiatives in other Euro-
pean countries. More information can be found at http://www.decet.org/. See in 
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particular the DECET publication Making Sense of Good Practice (2007) devel-
oped network members, available on the website.

10. For more on the 3 to 3rd movement, visit the Foundation for Child Development 
website at http://www.fcd-us.org/
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