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Introduction 
 
The flagship initiative ‘Youth on the Move’, which is part of the European Union’s Europe 2020 
Strategy, emphasizes the importance of creativity and innovation for Europe’s competitiveness and 
preservation of current standards of living. In this context, all young people must have the 
opportunity to develop their talents to the fullest possible extent. Early Childhood Education and 
Care (ECEC) is attributed a key role in reaching this goal. And indeed, the potential benefits of ECEC 
are manifold and they concern personal development, physical and mental wellbeing, educational 
success and equity, social integration, employability, and skills for life-long learning. This is good 
news for everyone working in ECEC, but, be aware, there are also many challenges. Can we indeed 
meet the high expectations?  

At the European Council in Barcelona in 2002, member states agreed to provide full-day care 
to support parents in work to at least 90% of children between three and compulsory school age by 
2010. In 2009, the Ministers of Education set a new benchmark for early education: at least 95% of 
children between age 4 and compulsory school age across Europe should be able to participate in 
ECEC by 2020. Clear policies have been defined for the expansion of ECEC, but the quality of ECEC has 
received remarkably little attention. Yet, the evidence indicates that quality is crucial to the benefits 
of ECEC. To quote Kathy Sylva of Oxford University: “Low quality may do more harm than good”. So, 
here is another urgent question: Is the current quality of ECEC good enough? Can we improve quality?  

Preparing children for the challenges of European citizenship for 21st century is a major task 
for ECEC. These challenges include language and reading skills, mathematical literacy and science 
literacy (OECD, 2010), but should go beyond mere academic proficiency and include also social 
competence, creativity, democratic citizenship and moral values, calling for a holistic approach to 
ECEC. Whereas most of us would agree with the holistic approach to ECEC, the question is: can we 
indeed reconcile all these interests and serve all these goals equally well, and still provide ECEC that 
is feasible and affordable and, most importantly, a very pleasant experience for children?  

There are new challenges for ECEC, arising from the increasing cultural and linguistic diversity 
in current societies. Many children from immigrant families are second language learners of the 
majority language and may need extra support. Do we deal adequately with multilingualism? 
Moreover, different cultural beliefs and values on important developmental and educational goals 
prevail. Therefore, an urgent question is to what extent current ECEC in Europe with its typical play-
based and child-centered practices can accommodate the beliefs and expectations of non-
mainstream cultural communities. This question is also important in view of the inclusiveness of 
ECEC, because, as I will review later, there may still exist cultural thresholds that limit access to and 
use of ECEC which have to do with divergent cultural views. 

1 Extended text of the key note lecture at the TODDLER Conference, Ghent, Belgium, 8 October 2013. 
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Quality of ECEC is a crucial factor in producing beneficial outcomes. I will not review the 
extensive evidence, but this is the conclusion of many reviews and long term studies (EACEA-Eurydice, 
2009; Melhuish, 2011; Vandell et al., 2010). Quality, however, is not an unproblematic concept and 
different views on quality prevail. A divide exists between a psychological approach stressing certain 
universals of quality as revealed in child development research, and a dialogical approach that 
emphasizes the process of recurrent negotiation of ECEC practice between stakeholders, in particular 
parents and staff  (Melhuish, 2004; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Fenech, 2011; Tobin, 2005). Sometimes this 
position boils down to cultural-relativism – any form of ECEC is good enough, if it reflects the local 
culture and has the consent of all stakeholders (Tobin, 2005). I do not agree with this extreme 
position, but, clearly, taking into account the views of parents and cultural communities in 
constructing quality is essential.  

Evidence for the beneficial outcomes of ECEC and for the moderating role of quality comes 
from quantitative studies with an universalist approach – and that’s why these studies are so 
important - but in-depth studies of how quality concepts are put into practice and how, in practice, 
they are geared to the views of important stakeholders, reveals considerable cultural variation in 
what is considered high quality and child wellbeing, both between and within countries in Europe. 
Here is a challenge for professionals, service providers, teacher educators, policy makers and 
researchers alike: to define and implement a quality concept that integrates scientific knowledge, the 
interests of all stakeholders and the different cultural views on what is good for children in the 
broader context of their current and future functioning in our European society. Today, I hope to 
provide some starting points for this major endeavour. 

In the remainder, I will review current research that may inform this reconsideration of what 
constitutes high quality in ECEC. I will start with a brief clarification of the issue and of the different 
uses of terms like quality, curriculum and pedagogy. In doing this, I will address both the scientific 
evidence and the possible cultural issues at stake, with special attention to European research.  
 
 
Curriculum, pedagogy and quality 
 
Let me begin with some terminological clarifications. In the field of ECEC, the term quality is mostly 
used as an overarching multidimensional concept referring to the extent to which ECEC provides an 
environment that enhances child development and child wellbeing. In order to identify starting 
points for improving the quality and increasing the impact of ECEC, three aspects of quality should be 
distinguished.  

Process quality refers to the child’s daily experience (Howes & Smith, 1995; Layzer & 
Goodson, 2006; Phillips & Lowenstein, 2011; Sylva et al., 2011). Studies have identified 
characteristics such as (1) teacher-child interaction that is responsive and affectionate and 
characterized by a high level of verbal stimulation, guidance and scaffolding, reflected in the quality 
of the teacher-child relationship, (2) a general positive affective classroom climate with positive 
social relationships between children, and (3) opportunities to learn and to develop competences 
(Buyse et al., 2008; Cadima et al., 2010; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Howes et al., 2008; Lerkkanen et al., 
2012; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2009; Thomason & La Paro, 2009).  

In addition there are aspects to the quality of ECEC that are relatively stable from day to day, 
and this is referred to as structural quality. Structural quality includes aspects such as the design and 
furnishing of the indoor and outdoor space, available play and learning materials, group size, 
children-to-staff ratio, committed and stable staff, and staff professional competences. Structural 
quality characteristics are seen as distant determinants of child outcomes and they are thought to 
determine child outcomes via process quality (Burchinal et al., 2002; Howes & Smith, 1995; Howes et 
al., 2008; Sylva et al., 2011). One of the outstanding issues is how strongly process quality and 
structural quality are related. Note that structural quality is about the costs of ECEC, whereas process 
quality is about the benefits. If the relationship is weak or inconsistent, ECEC is from an economic 
point of view not efficient. 
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The third aspect is about the what of ECEC. Children’s experiences have content and serve 
particular developmental and educational goals: what is it that they learn, which competences do 
they develop? Planning what children can experience by the activity settings offered to them and 
which competences and skills they can develop by engaging in these activities, is referred to as the 
curriculum (Oberhuemer, 2005; Pianta et al., 2005; Sylva et al., 2007). Following Pamela Oberhuemer, 
the most important function of the curriculum is to coordinate between the different contexts of 
child development – the family, the neighborhood, the preschool, the school, and the wider society - 
in order to provide consistent support to children’s development across contexts and over time, 
while striking a balance between the interests of the children themselves, the values and goals of 
their parents and families, the requirements for school, as well as the long term social and economic 
interests of the wider society (Oberhuemer, 2005). It is because of this coordination function that the 
ECEC curriculum is, and should be, a topic of continuous debate in order to reach broad consensus. 
 
 
Social-emotional and personality development 
 
According to child development research, core developmental goals in the preschool period are: 
establishing emotionally secure relationships with caregivers, fostering emotional independence and 
establishing social relationships with peers (e.g., Kochanska et al., 2000; Phillips & Lowenstein, 2011). 
Conditions that are thought to support emotional, social and personality development in early 
childhood are: caregiver sensitivity and affection,  stable and predictable social relationships with 
peers, the use of verbal explanations of what is allowed and not, and the provision of activities that 
allow the child to actively explore his or her environment in a relatively independent way in order to 
experience competence and self-efficacy. Current concepts of curriculum and quality in ECEC reflect 
these goals. For example, widely used quality assessment instruments such as the CIS, CLASS, ECERS-
R, ITERS and ORCE, to mention a few, all contain scales to evaluate teachers’ sensitivity and 
emotional support to individual children, and all evaluate to what extent children’s autonomy 
development is supported by allowing them initiative and choice. But translation of psychological 
theory in ECEC practice is not unproblematic. Are these aspects indeed as universal as we seem to 
think? 

Studies in non-Western cultural communities, including immigrant communities in Europe, 
reveal important differences in emphasis concerning in particular the value of emotional 
independence, emotion regulation and expectations regarding children’s behavior towards adults 
(Greenfield et al., 2003; Kağıtçıbaşı & Ataca, 2005; Pels & De Haan, 2006; Tulviste et al., 2012). 
Emotional independence is associated with the broader individualistic cultural model of Western 
societies, whereas interdependence is typically found in collectivistic cultures, while the value 
attached to the mixed concept of being both autonomous and related reflects cultures in transition 
towards more individualism such as communities that recently migrated from a collectivistic to 
individualistic society. These differences in cultural models can have profound consequences for 
evaluating ECEC practice and in particular the quality of teacher-child interactions. For example, Heidi 
Keller and her colleagues (Keller et al., 2006), in an international comparative study, observed 
marked differences in the behavioral preferences of adults in interactions with their children relating 
to different perspectives regarding the independence-relatedness dimension. Preferences for 
individual face-to-face contact, stimulation of object-play, rewarding positive behavior instead of 
reacting to negative behavior, and a verbal style of  behavior regulation reflected the individualistic 
independence model of Western countries, whereas preference for bodily contact and bodily 
stimulation, reacting to negative behavior, and physical regulation of behavior rather than verbal 
regulation, was associated with the collectivistic model of relatedness and interdependence found in 
non-Western cultures.  

Similar patterns are found in studying non-Western immigrant communities in European 
countries. In a study by Citlak and colleagues in Germany, German mothers emphasized 
psychological independence, emotional self-control and feeling good as important values in child 
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rearing, whereas Turkish-German mothers attached high value to personal achievement, school 
readiness, inhibition of emotions, good demeanor and strong relationships with the family (Citlak et 
al., 2008). Likewise, in a Dutch study with first and second generation Moroccan-Dutch parents, Pels 
and De  Haan (2007) found that emotional autonomy has become more important among second 
generation Morrocan-Dutch parents compared to the first generation, but compared to Dutch 
parents conformity, being well-mannered, considerate, modest and socially responsible, and showing 
unconditional respect to authority figures were still highly valued. 

Even within Western communities, the same valued goal of independence is sometimes 
rather differently defined and practiced (Harkness et al., 2000; Keller et al., 2006; Suizzo, 2003). For 
example, US and Dutch middleclass parents find development of independence in early childhood 
equally important, but in the US context this means stimulating competitiveness, expressiveness and 
becoming smart, whereas in the Dutch context independence means promoting modesty, self-
regulation of emotions and self-reliance (Harkness et al., 2000). French middleclass parents are 
similar to US middleclass parents in valuing cognitive stimulation and independence, but they also 
stress proper presentation of the child, emotion regulation rather than expressivity, and good 
manners (Suizzo, 2003). 

In view of the enormous cultural diversity in current societies, Miriam Rosenthal (2003) 
doubts whether  a universal quality concept is tenable and helpful, however she also warns that one 
should avoid the extreme position of cultural relativism. I agree with her. The challenge is to examine 
what is common to all cultures and what is culturally specific for successful membership of the 
community. 
 
 
Curriculum and pedagogy – striking a balance 
 
The question of what constitutes an appropriate curriculum and pedagogy for children in ECEC has 
raised debate that still continues. The debate centers around the developmental and educational 
goals of ECEC, the role of play and academic content in the curriculum, and what can be considered 
appropriate ways of interacting with young children. Current policies in many countries tend to 
emphasize academic goals – that is, preparing for reading and mathematics, often through direct 
instruction. However, a strong emphasis on academic content and direct instruction can be at the 
expense of promoting social-emotional development and important learning-related skills, such as 
cognitive control functions and self-regulation, as research has shown (Barnett et al., 2008; Blair & 
Diamond, 2008; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; McClelland et al., 2006, 2007; Marcon, 1999, 2002). I will 
return to this point. 

In the European early childhood curriculum three main traditions can be distinguished: the 
‘traditional’ social pedagogy based on Pestalozzi, Froebel, Montessori and Steiner, the ‘academic’ 
pedagogy based on school subjects and skills with school readiness as major goal, and innovations 
such as Reggio Emilia and Pistoia in which play and learning are integrated through an investigative 
pedagogy (Bennett, 2005; Nourot, 2005; Pramling & Pramling Samuelsson, 2011). In addition, the 
child development theories of Piaget and Vygotsky have been influential in European ECEC. These 
theories, and the research based on these theories, underlie views on the child as active learner, and 
support the importance of peer play, adult guided play and co-constructive educational dialogues. In 
the USA, a comprehensive framework has been developed for ECEC, based on developmental 
research but also inspired by European social pedagogy, which is called Developmentally Appropriate 
Practice, or DAP (Bredekamp, 1987).  

The social pedagogical approaches have influenced ECEC practice in Europe profoundly. 
However, by being integrated in national systems they have also become adapted to local 
circumstances, cultural values and policy priorities, and they have often been combined with other 
approaches (e.g., academic curricula) into eclectic and conventional programs (Kamerman, 2006; 
Lillard, 2012).  
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Cross-cultural comparisons of curricula in Europe show both commonalities and differences 
which reflect local traditions, cultural values and priorities of the national child and education 
policies (Alvestead & Duncan, 2006; Bennett, 2005; Ceglowski, 2005; Pramling Samuelsson & Fleer, 
2009; Sheridan & Schuster, 2001; OECD, 2006). Cross-cultural comparisons based on official 
documents (e.g., the national curriculum) and statements of ECEC professionals and experts show 
agreement on a view of the child as active learner and involved in his own development; the 
importance of allowing children choice and initiative; and the importance of partnerships with 
parents (Alvestead & Duncan, 2006; McMullen et al., 2005; Pramling Samuelsson & Fleer, 2009). 
However, there are also differences, which concern in particular the developmental and educational 
goals of the curriculum: should it be about broad personality development or should academic 
competence be emphasized? Based on the Starting Strong review (OECD, 2006), Bennett (2005) 
proposes to distinguish national approaches to curricula along a continuum from an orientation on 
broad developmental goals to focused cognitive-academic goals. The social-pedagogy tradition 
characteristic for curricula in the Nordic and central European countries exemplifies the 
developmental approach, whereas the educational orientation of, for example, the French and 
Belgian preschool system and the implementation of specialized academic skills curricula exemplify 
the opposite pole of the dimension. Can both orientations be right? And how can we decide that? 
Obviously, professionals should have a voice in this matter, but what about the wider society and 
what about parents? And what does research on outcomes reveal? 

In the Children Crossing Borders project (Tobin et al., 2010; Adair & Pastori, 2011) the views 
and expectations of immigrant parents regarding the curriculum and pedagogy of  ECEC in France, 
Germany, Italy, England and the USA were examined. Videotapes of practices in preschools serving 
immigrant children in each country, and considered typical for the country’s approach, were used as 
material for focus group discussions with parents and teachers. The results indicated that immigrant 
parents in all countries tended to emphasize academic goals more than the ECEC teachers did and 
they also preferred a more authoritarian and teacher-centered pedagogy (Tobin & Kurban, 2010). For 
example, Turkish parents in Germany found the play-based social-pedagogical curriculum of German 
preschools odd and ill-suited to their own preferences and their own perceptions of children’s 
educational needs. Turkish immigrant parents in France agreed very much on the structured 
educational approach of teachers in French preschools.  

What, then, is to be recommended? Empirical research into the effectiveness of traditional 
social pedagogies and innovative pedagogies (Reggio Emilia and others) curricula is limited, and 
virtually non-existent in Europe (Bennett, 2005). Large scale studies on the effects of universal 
preschool in European countries with a predominantly social-pedagogy tradition (Norway, Denmark, 
Germany) may provide indirect evidence favoring this tradition (Bauchmuller et al., 2011; Havnes & 
Mogstad, 2009), but the overall effects tend to be small, they may not concern all children as was 
found in Germany (Spiess et al., 2003), and they cannot be unequivocally attributed to the 
curriculum. Other factors, not intrinsically related to the curriculum, such as staff professional 
competence and structural quality characteristics can also have contributed to the effect. Moreover, 
large scale studies on universal preschool in countries with a predominant academic orientation 
rather than a social-pedagogy approach (e.g., France) are also found to be effective (Dumas & 
Lefranc, 2010), yet also with relatively small effect sizes. However, recent evaluations of the 
Montessori approach in the USA and Turkey demonstrate that comparative research can be useful 
and can contribute to maintaining high quality ECEC practice by increasing awareness of what 
matters (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Lillard, 2012; Kayili & Ari, 2011). For example, the findings of the 
Milwaukee Montessori kindergartens evaluation study clearly support the effectiveness of  the 
Montessori curriculum compared to eclectic conventional approaches, also in view of currently 
valued developmental and educational outcomes such academic skills, but also self-regulation and 
creativity (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006). Although other studies of the Montessori curriculum failed to 
find effects, Lillard (2012), in a reanalysis, shows that high fidelity implementations of the Montessori 
curriculum, preserving the original concept and approach best, are more effective than  adaptations 
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of Montessori and eclectic approaches. Note, however, that the Montessori curriculum is quite 
academic. 
 

Pre-academics 
Do we need academic content in ECEC? I think so, especially in view of giving children from lower 
income and minority families a fair start. What do we know? 

Acquiring basic vocabulary and some knowledge of literacy, including letter knowledge, 
phonological and print awareness in the preschool period supports children to benefit from reading 
instruction in school (Dickinson, 2011; Justice et al., 2008; Leseman & Van Tuijl, 2006; Sénéchal et al., 
2008). Knowledge of sophisticated, ‘academic’ vocabulary and complex grammar further supports 
children to benefit from instruction in reading comprehension and instruction in subjects in later 
grades (Fang, Schleppegrell, & Cox, 2006; Scheele et al., 2012; Weizman & Snow, 2001). Informal 
learning of number words and mathematical concepts in the preschool period restructures children’s 
number representations and mathematical intuitions, and is related to children’s mathematical skills 
in primary school (Clements & Sarama, 2011; Jordan & Levine, 2009; Klibanoff  et al., 2006). Everyday 
experiences, both indoor and outdoor, with exploring a variety of materials, technical artefacts, 
plants and animals provide rich sources for learning about a wide range of scientific phenomena, 
increase understanding of the physical and biological world, elicit reasoning, prediction and 
explanation, and the use of complex language (Greenfield et al., 2009; Snow, 2010). 

Many studies conducted in several different countries have shown that language, literacy, 
mathematics and science experiences at home are an important factor in preparing children for 
school, but these same studies also show strong effects of the family’s socioeconomic status, 
parents’ level of education and their literacy engagement, and the family’s cultural background, 
leading to inequalities at an already early age (Jordan & Levine, 2009; Leseman & Van Tuijl, 2006; 
Melhuish, 2010; Scheele et al., 2012; Tudge et al., 2003). It is called the early education gap and 
reducing this gap is an important task for ECEC. Therefore, the early development of academic skills 
and their precursors should be supported and be part of the curriculum, but this can be done in a 
way that respects principles of social pedagogy – as in the Montessori curriculum and in other 
developmentally appropriate education programs. I will return to some of these approaches when 
talking about so-called comprehensive programs. 
 

Play and educational dialogues 
But what about play? Are policy makers, at least in some European countries, right in trying to 
abandon play from the early childhood curriculum? No, they are not, but we should strengthen our 
arguments in favor of play and we should look at possibilities to integrate play with academics.  

Recent evidence indicates that high quality ECEC involving play and collaborative work may 
be particularly important for the development of cognitive control and self-regulation, seen as 
important learning-related skills (Diamond et al., 2007; Diamond & Lee, 2011; McClelland et al., 
2006). Cognitive control involves a set of neurocognitive functions including working memory, 
flexibility and inhibition, that control children’s exploration, learning, skill development and 
creativity. Cognitive control is a stronger predictor of school achievement than IQ (Blair & Diamond, 
2008; Bull et al., 2008; St. Clair-Thompson & Gathercole, 2006; Van der Ven et al., 2011). A related 
concept is self-regulation, which is defined as the ability to adapt behaviour to situational demands in 
view of important goals while inhibiting the impulse to obtain immediate rewards. Self-regulation in 
early childhood is closely related to engagement and metacognition in school-age (Boeckaerts & 
Corno, 2005). Self-regulation is also related to prosocial behavior, competence to collaborate, and 
empathy (Kochanska et al., 2000).  

Development of cognitive control and emotional self-regulation in early childhood has been 
found to be promoted by peer interaction in pretend play (Berk et al., 2006; Bodrova, 2008; Diamond 
& Lee, 2011; Leseman et al., 2001; Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006; Lillard et al., 2012). Pretend play 
requires children to establish a shared imagined world. They have to negotiate what to do, 
coordinate their roles and reconcile differing motives, decide on the global plan, while updating the 
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plan as the play evolves. Sociodramatic play with children taking up symbolized roles, in addition, 
requires children to imagine others’ state of mind and allows them to experiment with emotions. 
Evidence indicates that sociodramatic play is indeed related to the development of emotional self-
regulation (Elias & Berk, 2002).  

Recent research specifically focuses on the role of talk to communicate with each other and 
to build meaning and understanding in education and care settings (Dickinson, 2011; Mercer, 
2011). Language is a powerful tool for exploring ideas and creating common knowledge together in 
different content domains (Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Rasku-Puttonen et al., 2012). In the British EPPE 
project an in-depth analysis was conducted of teacher-child talk in those ECEC centers that were 
found most effective in fostering both academic skills and social-emotional competences in children. 
The results revealed that adult-child talk in these centers was characterized by frequent episodes of 
sustained shared thinking (Sylva et al., 2010), that is, by relatively long coherent dialogues about 
interesting topics with balanced roles of adults and children.  

Here is the challenge for teachers, teacher educators and curriculum developers: how can we 
integrate pre-academic content in playful activities and educational dialogues? How can we support 
pre-academic development and at the same time foster self-regulation and social-emotional 
development? 
 
 
Multilingualism & cultural diversity 
 
Let’s turn to the challenge of increasing linguistic diversity in our current societies. Evidence indicates 
that acquiring two or more languages simultaneously to native-like proficiency in both languages is 
possible and can have several advantages, provided that the quantity, quality and variety of language 
exposure is sufficient (Bowers & Vasilyeva, 2011; Place & Hof, 2011; Unsworth et al., 2011). Bilingual 
children develop better cognitive control skills, have increased metalinguistic awareness, including 
reading related phonological awareness, and greater total language knowledge (Barac & Bialystok, 
2012; Blom et al., 2013; Carlson & Meltzoff, 2008; Engel de Abreu et al., 2012; Kovelman et al., 2008). 
Moreover, in a globalizing and increasingly multilingual world, proficiency in more than one language 
is clearly an asset. Similarly, acquiring a second language at a later age, or sequential bilingualism as 
it is called, to (near) native-like proficiency is possible as well, if learning the second language starts 
early in the preschool period, preferably before the age of four (Kovelman et al., 2008; Unsworth et 
al., 2011).  

Sequential second language learning has similar cognitive advantages as simultaneous 
bilingualism if both languages are sufficiently developed and used on a daily basis. Moreover, there is 
evidence that second language learners can profit from a well-developed first language, because 
many aspects of first language knowledge (and of the general knowledge acquired through the first 
language) transfer to the second language. This holds in particular for more complex language skills 
(e.g., conceptual knowledge, discourse comprehension, academic language, literacy, and 
mathematical language; Scheele et al., 2010; Ucelli & Páez, 2007). Crucial for bilingual development, 
in addition to sufficient time, is the linguistic quality of the input (preferably from native speakers).  

Several studies in Europe (concerning Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, The 
Netherlands, Sweden and the UK) and outside indicate that, given the choice, most immigrant 
parents and also parents from indigenous language minorities value maintenance of the first 
language and are willing to spend effort in helping children to maintain the first language (Moin et 
al., 2011; Nesteruk, 2010; Paciotto, 2009; Szeci & Szilagyi, 2012; Yagmur, 2004). Their reasons include 
the role of language in identity formation and child wellbeing, the transmission of the parents’ 
culture, contact with relatives and contact with the home land. Current policies in many European 
countries, however, tend to emphasize second language learning in ECEC, and in most countries both 
the preschool and school systems usually provide immersion programs in the second language. 
Without further support, this can lead to loss of the first language, especially in low educated 
immigrant communities with limited resources (Scheele et al, 2010; Wong Fillmore, 1991). However, 
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a different policy is possible, at least according to research findings. There are bilingual (transition) 
programs that provide both first and second language support for language minority children, at 
least to a certain age, and research shows that these programs are as effective as second language 
immersion programs for second language acquisition, but, in addition, they also support first 
language development (Barnett et al., 2007; Durán et al., 2010; Winsler et al., 1999).  

Countries within Europe differ strongly in the support offered to language minorities to 
maintain the first language (Berry et al., 2006). For instance, in the Scandinavian countries, immigrant 
children are still entitled to bilingual education, whereas in countries as France and the Netherlands 
the focus is on learning the majority language and on assimilation of the national cultural identity. 
Overall, political support for language maintenance in immigrant communities has declined in Europe 
in the past decades, often with the pretext that this will stimulate the integration of immigrant 
communities. Paradoxically, however, as a study by Berry et al. (2006) among youth in 13 European 
countries suggests, immigrant youth has better mental health and better school achievement, and 
they integrate better, in countries that do not force assimilation of the majority language and 
culture, but instead support maintenance of the minority’s own language and culture. Thus, 
integration of cultural and linguistic minorities is better served by explicit respect and support for 
their own cultural identity, including their first language.  

To implement such a policy in ECEC, of course, will encounter many difficulties and even 
practical impossibilities. For example, in a mixed classroom with up to 10 or more different first 
languages, as is sometimes found in inner-city areas, it is impossible to implement a bilingual 
program and to hire qualified teachers for each language. In that case, providing parents and 
communities with education programs that they can work with at home or in a community center, in 
parallel to the education program in the ECEC center, is a good alternative. Implementing such an 
approach in the Netherlands with Turkish-Dutch immigrant families and preschoolers showed 
promising results: compared to controls, children who received the home-based program had 
accelerated development in first language skills and, remarkably, also in conceptual knowledge and 
mathematical skills in Dutch, while their Dutch language skills also improved due to participating in 
the Dutch language preschool (Leseman & Van Tuijl, 2001).  

By the way, there is an intriguing paradox in this connection. In several countries so called 
dual immersion programs gain in popularity, also – or especially - among parents. Dual programs 
provide care and education in two languages during roughly equal amounts of time. However, this 
mostly concerns high-status (other European) languages, mostly English, next to the majority 
language, whereas immigrant languages do not get support.  
 
 
Improving quality, outcomes and societal impact 
 

Raising structural quality 
A central issue for most European countries is not whether to invest in early childhood education and 
care, but how much and at what level (OECD, 2006). Investments in ECEC concern the supply of 
provisions for ECEC and, within these provisions, structural quality aspects, such as group size, 
children-to-staff ratio, staff education level and staff salaries. These are the regulatable aspects of 
ECEC quality and they are major factors in the costs (Mashburn et al., 2008), but how strongly 
structural quality relates to process quality and to child development is another matter and this 
relationship may differ between types of ECEC provision, age of the children enrolled and countries.  

In studies in the USA and Canada, high process quality has been found to occur more 
frequently in daycare centers and preschool classrooms with small group sizes and low child-to-staff 
ratios (Cost, Quality & Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995; Goelman et al., 2006; Howes & Smith, 
1995; Love et al., 2003; Mashburn et al., 2008; NICHD ECCRN, 2006; Phillips et al., 2000). Also higher 
staff salaries and, related to this, lower turnover rates have been associated with higher process 
quality, especially in daycare (Goelman et al., 2006; Phillips et al., 2000). However, other studies 
found no relationships between structural characteristics, process quality and child outcomes 
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(Mashburn et al., 2008; Pianta et al., 2005). European studies and international comparative studies 
including European countries also show mixed findings, with some studies confirming and others 
disconfirming the relationship between particular structural quality characteristics and process 
quality  (Barros et al., 2010; Cryer et al., 1999; De Kruif et al., 2009; Montie et al., 2006; Pessanha et 
al., 2007; Rentzou & Sakellariou, 2011; Slot et al., 2013). 

The inconclusive evidence suggest that the effects of structural quality characteristics on 
process quality and child outcomes have complex interactions in which factors can act in opposition 
and moderate the effect of another factor. For example, a high children-to-staff ratio can be 
compensated by a high level of professional competence of the teacher or by efficient classroom 
management. Likewise, a developmentally appropriate curriculum, with a good balance between 
play and academic activities, with rich curiosity eliciting materials and a child-centered focus, 
allowing children choice and independence, can compensate for a relatively big class size because 
children use the time optimally – there will be less waiting or wandering around, and children are 
constantly engaged, which will reduce the incidence of negative and conflictive social interactions. It 
is challenge for research in the near future to find out which combinations of structural quality 
characteristics provide optimal conditions for high process quality in the most efficient way. I am 
quite sure about one outcome of this research. It will not be: ‘one size fits all’. 
 

Using an explicit education program or curriculum 
The use of a structured education program or curriculum, with an explicit plan of activities and time-
schedule for providing these activities, with detailed instructions to the teachers, sample activities 
and materials, and training, mentoring and monitoring activities for teachers to support 
implementation, can contribute to enhancing quality as well. Several studies, involving children from 
3 to 5 years of age, have shown that the use of educational intervention programs to promote pre-
academic skills by providing language, literacy and numeracy activities can be effective, at least as far 
as the targeted skills are concerned (Bus, Leseman & Neuman, 2012; Clements & Sarama, 2011; 
Dickinson, 2011; Fantuzzo et al., 2011; Lonigan et al., 2011). Also, interventions focusing on social-
emotional competences are found to be effective in the targeted social-emotional domain (e.g. 
Domitrovich et al., 2007). 

Comprehensive curricula with a developmentally appropriate and child-centered pedagogy 
and a holistic approach - that is, with broad ranging developmental and educational goals -  such as, 
for example, High/Scope and recently Tools of the Mind, Head Start REDI, Creative Curriculum, and 
others have been compared with both focused academic approaches and conventional ‘eclectic’ 
approaches. The evidence generally favors the comprehensive approach if broader (and long term) 
developmental outcomes, including social emotional development, self-regulation and child 
wellbeing are evaluated (Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997; Barnett et al., 2008; Diamond et al., 2007; 
Dickinson, 2003; Bierman et al., 2008; Fantuzzo et al., 2011; Lambert et al., 2008).  

An interesting example is the Head Start REDI program. In a randomized controlled 
experiment Bierman et al. (2008) and Domitrovich at al. (2009) studied the joint effects of the 
Program for Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS) and an interactive storybook reading 
intervention added to a regular Head Start curriculum, reflecting the broad social-emotional and 
academic goals of the program. PATHS was intended to increase emotional self-awareness and self-
regulation, social problem solving skill and social competence. The storybook reading intervention  
focused on educational dialogues and the use of complex language. The intervention was found to 
increase executive functioning in task behavior (work attitude, focused attention, persistence), self-
regulation and academic knowledge alike. Interestingly, the effect of the program was largely 
mediated by effects on the teachers. In a parallel study, Domitrovich et al. (2009), focusing on the 
teachers, found clear effects of the professional development program added to the intervention, 
consisting of a three-day workshop at the beginning of the year, a booster-workshop half way the 
year and intensive curriculum-based mentoring with weekly classroom observations and collective 
feedback sessions guided by trained mentors, using video recordings and group discussions, focusing 
on language use, social-emotional problem solving and positive classroom management as intended 
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by the program. Teachers who followed the professional development program talked more 
frequently with their children, provided more complex language use, created a more positive 
classroom climate and showed better preventative behavior management, with medium to large 
effect sizes.  
 

Continuous professional development 
European countries show a large diversity in education and training approaches and in statutory 
education requirements for ECEC staff (OECD, 2006; EACEA-Eurydice, 2009; Oberhuemer, 2011), 
which depend on the national systems and priorities. At the policy level in many countries, consensus 
is growing that ECEC professionals should have a bachelor’s degree or equivalent, including specific 
qualifications for ECEC, but whether this is the most costs-effective strategy to increase ECEC quality 
and impact is still undecided. 

Several studies, in Europe, the USA and a few other countries, have shown that the level of 
formal pre-service education of workers in ECEC and, in addition to that, specific training in working 
with young children relate to curriculum implementation, classroom process quality and 
developmental and academic child outcomes (Burchinal et al., 2002; Fukkink & Lont, 2007; Montie et 
al., 2006; Rhodes & Hennessy, 2001; Zaslow et al., 2010). However, the evidence is not conclusive 
(De Haan et al., 2013; Early et al., 2006; Leach et al., 2006). For example, Dianne Early and colleagues 
(2006), in a large scale multi-site and multi-state study in USA center-based daycare and pre-
kindergarten, found mixed effects of different levels of general education on classroom quality. 
Caregivers and teachers with more than a bachelors degree had higher classroom quality than 
teachers with a degree below the bachelor level, but there were no differences between the 
bachelor and the below-bachelor degrees. Similarly, specific early childhood training mattered when 
teachers had lower general education, but made no difference at or above the bachelor level. With 
regard to children’s academic skills, teachers with a bachelor or higher degree had better outcomes 
in maths and problem-solving, but not in language and literacy.  

In a Dutch study among 3-6-year-old disadvantaged children  in preschools, De Haan et al. 
(2013) found no effects of teacher education and special training in a comprehensive curriculum on 
the observed time spent on language, literacy and math activities in the classroom. However, 
teachers differed quite strongly in providing these activities and the degree in which they provided 
these activities did predict growth in vocabulary, emergent literacy and emergent numeracy skills in 
children with medium effect sizes. 

A possible explanation, at least in part, for these mixed findings is the provision of additional 
on-the-job training, coaching-on-the-job and systematic quality monitoring at the center level to 
support continuous professional development, which may differ between centers (Early et al., 2007; 
Howes et al., 2008; Landry et al., 2009; Piasta et al., 2012; Zaslow et al., 2010). Based on an extensive 
review of research in early childhood teacher professional development, Zaslow et al. (2010) 
conclude that in professional development a focus on practice, combined with specialized courses 
that are directly related to practice, collective participation – as a team - in professional development 
and the use of child assessments to evaluate practice is particularly effective for quality and 
outcomes. In line with this, a recent European study emphasises that competence of ECEC 
professionals should not be seen as a static individual characteristic of the teacher, but instead as 
dynamic continuous reflective practice within the organisation and the wider ECEC system (CoRe, 
2011; see also Howes et al., 2008). 

The Italian ECEC system is an interesting case in this context. Whereas it is generally assumed 
that the Italian system provides good to excellent process quality in most centers and an exemplary 
educational curriculum, with well-known examples as Reggio Emilia and Pistoia, the structural quality 
is not exceptionally high and the required education level of regular ECEC staff in most centers is 
below-bachelor (Hewett, 2001; Mantovani, 2001; Musatti & Picchio, 2010). Typical for the Italian 
approach, however, is the significant number of paid hours for in-service training allocated to staff 
members, the obligation of centers to invest in continuous staff professional development and the 
employment at the municipality level of academically educated pedagogues who support the staff in 
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continuous professional development. Denmark provides another interesting case. Recently the 
large-scale professional development program VIDA was launched based on the principles of a 
reflective and dynamic approach to professional development at the personal, but especially at the 
team and organizational levels, using critical-reflection groups, integration of knowledge through 
new activities, and models of organizational learning. There are not yet research results available. 

A recent study in Dutch day care centers and preschools for 2- to 4-year-olds, examined the 
effects of structural quality characteristics on process quality. Structural quality characteristics such 
as group size, children-to-teacher ratio and teacher education were not related to process quality. 
However, the use of a comprehensive education program and the implementation of professional 
development strategies were found to contribute importantly to process quality (Slot et al., 2013).  
 

Increasing the inclusiveness of ECEC 
A final note on what is really urgent. On the scale of society, ECEC will only contribute to significantly 
narrowing the education gap and produce the social and economic benefits associated with that, if 
the use of high quality provisions by low income and ethnic minority families is massively increased 
(Magnuson & Waldfogel, 2005). Research indicates that in many countries, including European 
countries, low income families and immigrant families have less access to (high quality) early 
childhood care and education provisions (Arnold & Doctoroff, 2003; Kuger & Kluczniok, 2008; Leu & 
Schell, 2009; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007; Magnuson & Shager, 2010; Sylva et al., 2007; 
Vandenbroeck et al., 2008).  

For example, in the US, Phillips et al. (2000) found that day care centres and pre-schools with 
higher educated and better paid staff, with lower child-to-staff ratios and higher classroom quality 
had higher parental fees, thus making higher quality provisions less accessible for low income groups. 
Leu and Schell (2009) provide data on Germany, revealing that children who grow up with other 
languages than German tend to make less use of high quality ECEC and if they make use of ECEC tend 
to be in centers with few native German speaking children. Even when ECEC is available, accessible 
and affordable, use of ECEC shows social selection effects (Tang et al., 2012). In the UK, Sylva et al. 
(2007) found that parents with lower socioeconomic background preferred informal (relatives) 
daycare for children of lower quality, whereas parents with higher socioeconomic background chose 
more often for high quality professional daycare. Stipek et al. (1995) observed that, in the USA, low-
income and ethnic minority children tend to be in pre-schools with a negative social-emotional 
climate and lower educated teachers. Other studies indicate that children in classrooms with higher 
proportions of ethnic minority children engage in less stimulating activities (Early et al., 2010; Tonyan 
& Howes, 2003). Likewise, drawing on another German sample of pre-schools, Kuger and Kluczniok 
(2008) showed that higher proportions of children with a native language other than German were 
associated with lower process quality regarding classroom emotional climate and promotion of 
literacy and numeracy.  

The major factors explaining the selective access to ECEC are (1) types of funding; (2) the 
availability of ECEC provisions; (3) the costs relative to the income of the family; (4) admission criteria; 
(5) targeted policies; and (6) available alternatives for care. In addition, also (7) cultural factors play a 
role (Augustine et al., 2009; Döge & Keller, 2012; Early & Burchinal, 2001; Pungello & Kurtz-Costes, 
1999; Rose & Ellicker, 2010). Even when ECEC is available, accessible and affordable, use of ECEC 
shows social selection effects (Tang et al., 2012). In particular the cultural childrearing beliefs of 
parents, their perceptions of quality and the degree of social and cultural integration, influence 
parents’ choices and may cause differences between communities in ECEC participation. Cultural 
factors that are particularly important in this regard  are: (1) the view that young children should be 
cared for by their mothers; (2) views on important socialization and education goals that do not 
match the pedagogy of ECEC; and (3) the lack of trust that parents put in professional provisions and 
their staff as representatives of the majority society.  

Therefore, especially for the cultural reasons of not participating in ECEC, a continuous 
dialogue with all parents based on mutual respect, but especially with parents from lower 
socioeconomic classes and cultural minorities, is needed to construct a quality concept that receives 
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broad support and can lower participation thresholds in order to increase the inclusiveness of ECEC. 
Needless to say that such a dialogue is two-sided, reciprocal, and can also entail changing the 
perspectives of parents. 

 
 
To conclude 
 
ECEC has become a sector of importance in Europe and is attributed a key role in creating more 
social equity and in strengthening Europe’s capacity for innovation and economic competition. The 
expectations rise sky-high, so to say. To be able to meet these expectations, however, much more 
attention should be paid to the quality of ECEC. Given the diversity in cultural contexts within and 
between European countries, simple answers to the question what is high quality do not exist. 
Starting with evidence coming from carefully designed culture-sensitive research, it is important to 
engage in dialogues with all stakeholders to re-create a European quality concept. Such an endeavor 
requires creativity in redesigning curricula, in integrating playfulness with academics, in applying a 
child-centered pedagogy along with continuity in socialization practices between the centers and the 
families. Improving quality crucially depends on a number of conditions that should be fulfilled: 
improved teacher-education, an updated curriculum and professional development strategies that 
involve the team, the center and the system. Most importantly, and also to increase the inclusiveness 
of Europe’s ECEC, we need to approach quality in a dialogic way to integrate parents’ perspectives 
(see for example Duignan, 2005). 
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