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SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS

The research

é

This research is based on the
responses of 953 parents of three-
and four-year-olds attending 37
pre-school settings based in six arcas
of England. The survey was backed
up with visits to 12 pre-schools and
interviews with parents, staff and
others involved in pre-school
education.

The research included six different
types of pre-school setting in the
public, private and voluntary sectors.
The settings were selected as
examples of good practice.

information sources used by
parenis

¢

Most parents found out about pre-
schools from other parents, friends,
family and neighbours. Relatively
few parents used other sources of
information such as directories,
posters and adverts, although this
varied according to the type of pre-
school they had chosen.

Why parents choose a
particular pre-school

@

Parents choosing a pre-school are
much more concerned about its
reputation and the happiness of the
children than about practical issues,
such as nearness to home, opening
hours and cost (although these were
important factors for some parents).

I choosing between two similar pre-
schools, most parents would choose

the one with caring staff, good
security and good facilities. Over
half of the parents said that a wide
range of play activities and good
staff-child ratios would be important
factors when making such a choice.

4 Just under half of parents said that
the teaching of reading and
mathematics would be an important
factor in their choice.

¢ Just under a third of parents
prioritised a good outdoor play area,
and over a quarter said it would be
important to choose a pre-school
providing information and advice to
parents.

¢ Other factors of less importance to
most parents were: a multicultural
approach; and including children
with special educational needs.

¢ Parents differed in their priorities
according to their child’s age group
and sex, and the type of setting they
had chosen.

Visits and written information

¢ Almost all parents had visited their
child’s pre-school before he or she
started to atiend.

¢ Justoverathird of parents had visited
at least one other pre-school setting
before reaching a decision.

¢ Information fromthe interviews with
parents and pre-school staff indicated
that individual parents are looking
for different things when they visita
pre-school, and that some parents
are unsure what to look for,
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Who decides?

® The interviews revealed that
mothers usually fook the lead in
choosing a pre-school for their child:
they found out what was available
and visited pre-schools. About half
of the mothers interviewed said that
the final choice had been a joint
decision with their husband or
partner.

When do parents make their
choice?

¢ Over two-thirds of the parents
interviewed had chosen their
child’s current pre-school before the
child’s third birthday.

Which type of pre-school would
parents prefer?

% The majority of the parents
interviewed said that they would
prefer their child to attend a pre-
school that was part of a school (i.e.
a school nursery class or a reception
class). Parents said they wanted to
avoid the disruption caused to
children by transferring from one
institution to another at such an
early age.

Parents’ views on broader
issues

L

Over half of the 933 parents surveyed
responded to a question asking for
any further comments. Many parents
took the opportunity to praise their
child’s current pre-schoaol.

Many of the parents’ concerns
focused on the need for an
expansion of pre-school provision,
particularly for working parents.

A minority of parents used this
guestion to comment on the Nursery
Education Voucher Scheme. Most
of those who commented expressed
negative views, and some admitted
to being confused about aspects of
the scheme.

The 34 parents we interviewed
expressed a mixture of views on the
voucher scheme. Just under half
held negative views, and a similar
proportion were unable to comment.
A few expressed positive views.

Some parents objected to the
scheme’s subsidy of private nursery
fees. On the whole, parents felt that
the scheme would lead to areduction,
rather than an expansion, of choice.

Positive views were expressed by
parents of children attending private
nurseries, who appreciated the
voucher’s contribution to their
finances.
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Introduction

This is a report about parents’ views of
pre-school. It looks at how and why
parents choose a particular pre-school
for their child. Parents’ views of the
quality of the pre-school education on
offer are reported in a separate
publication, also available from the
NFER.

Issues of parental choice, liaison and
involvement have always been
important in pre-school education.
However, our research took place at a
time when parental choice of pre-school
came under the spotlight, with the
introduction the Nursery Education
Voucher Scheme. The scheme had two
main aims: to ensure high standards of
education for four-year-olds; and to
promote parental choice by giving
vouchers to parents, providing them
with information and by causing the
pre-school *market’ to expand.

It was these themes of information,
choice, diversity and quality of pre-
school provision that we followed up in
our survey of parents’ views and in our
visits to pre-school settings. Although
the change of government in May 1997
brought about the ending of the voucher
scheme, these themes remain of key
importance in the creation of a strong
partnership between parents and pre-
school providers.

Scope of the study

This report is based on the following
sources of information,

® A survey of 953 parents of three-
and four-year-olds attending 37

pre-school settings based in six
areas of England.

® Visits to 12 pre-schools that parents
rated highly, including: interviews
with 28 members of staff and 34
parents.

® Interviews with people responsible
for state pre-school provision in the
six local authority areas and with
representatives of national pre-
school organisations.

For further details of the research see
the Appendix on page 29.

We were interested in parents’ views of
the pre-schools attended by their three-
and four-year-old children. There are
many different types of pre-school for
children of this age-group, and we
focused on six of the most common.

e Local education authority (LEA)
nursery schools.

e Nursery classes in LEA primary
schools.

& Reception classes in LEA primary
schools.

@ Local authority day nurseries,

® Private day nurseries (including
workplace nurseries).

@ Pre-school playgroups.

Some of the key characteristics of these
different types of pre-school are
described in the Appendix.

The pre-schools studied were selected
from recommendations by local
authority officers and pre-school
organisations. We sent questionnaires
to parents in October 1996. The 953
parents who sent back their completed
questionnaires comprised 52 percent of
the parents of three- and four-year-olds
included in the survey.
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How parents find out
what is available

Our first point of interest was how
parents who are looking for a pre-school
find out what is available in their area.
Do parents rely on word-of-mouth
recommendations, and how many
parents use other sources of information
such as directories of pre-schools,
posters and advertisements?

The parents’ questionnaire listed various
sources of information about pre-
schools (such as from other parents,
friends and family; directories; health
and social service representatives) and
asked parents to tick any that they had
used.

The diagram shows that word-of-mouth
was by far the most important source of
information: almost three-quarters of
parents had found out about the pre-
schools in their area from other parents,
friends, family and neighbours.

Despite the fact that four of the six
LEAs and most of the national pre-
school organisations compile directories
of pre-schools, only 14 per cent of
parents had used such a directory.
Relatively few parents had used any of
the other sources of information we
listed.

We wanted to know whether particular
information sources were used by
parents who had chosen different types
of setting. We carried out statistical

Other parentsffriends/family/ i
neighbours

A directory/booklet listing &
playgroups; niirseries; schools

A health visitor |

The counil |
Telephone directory |
Posters/adverts |

Library -
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tests of significance to see if this was
the case (some further details of the
statistical methods used are given inthe
Appendix}. The differences noted
below were statistically significant.

# Parents of children attending a local
authority day nursery were more
likely to have obtained information
about pre-schools from a social
worker, health visitor or doctor, and
less likely to have obtained
information from other parents/
friends/family or from a directory/
booklet.

® Parents of children attending a
private day nursery were more
likely to have obtained information
on pre-schools from the telephone
directory or a directory/bookiet.
They were less likely to have
obtained information from other
parents, friends and/or family
members. '

e Parents of children attending a
piaygroup were more likely to have
obtained information on pre-schools
from posters and adverts.

Some of these differences are perhaps
predictable. For example, you might
expect parents of children attending
local authority day nurseries (a type of
pre-school which focuses on the needs
of families under stress) to be more
likely than other parents to have found
out about their child’s pre-school from
asoctal worleer, health visitor, ordoctor.
The greater reliance of private nursery
parents on a telephone directory
indicates that parents interested in
private nurseries can find them listed in
the Yellow Pages. The fact that more
parents of children attending a
playgroup had found out about pre-
schools via posters and advertisements

is perhaps a reflection of the way in
which playgroups advertise their
presence in a local community (for
example, through leaflets to homes or
advertisements in neighbourhood
shops).

Influences on parental
choice

A key area of interest for the research
concerned the way in which parents
choose a pre-school for their three- or
four-year-old. We wanted to know
which factors parents consider when
making their choice and which are the
mostimportant factors. Wealso wanted
to know whether parents who choose
different types of pre-school are looking
for different things.

The factors we included were influenced
by the findings of other research into
parents’ choice of school (see the
bibliography for further details). Most
of this research has focused on parental
choice of secondary school, so we were
interested to see whether the same
factors were important to parents at pre-
school level,

We did notinclude questions on parental
choice in the questionnaire sent to
parents of children attending local
authority day nurseries. We excluded
the questions from this version of the
questionnaire on the advice of local
authority officers, day nursery staff and
parents involved in the piloting of the
questionnaire. They pointed out that
many of the parents whose children
attend local authority day nurseries are
advised or even required by social
services to place their child in day care
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(for example, as the result of a court
order). In these circumstances, parents
donot have the same freedom to choose
a pre-school for their child as do other
parents.

The questionnaires sent to parents of
children in the remaining five types of
pre-school asked two questions about
their choice of pre-school. The first of
the questions focused on accessibility
and the second asked about the
importance of particular features of pre-
school. The informationin the following
sections is based on the responses of
838 parentsin LEA nursery schools and
classes, reception classes, private
nurseries and playgroups.

Accessibility

Previous research (see bibliography on
page 28) has shown that choice of school
is influenced by its distance from the
child’s home and whether the school is
attended by another child in the same
family. These were listed in the
questionnaire together with other factors
affecting access, such as cost, the
convenience of the opening hours, the
pre-school’s willingness to accept
children under the age of three and the
ability of a pre-school to cater for a
child’s special needs.

Me and my parents by Sam
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We decided to add two further items
that strictly speaking are not
accessibility issues. The two additional
factors were: ‘Children seem happy
there’ and ‘Has a good reputation’.
These were felt to be of such importance
by the parents who took part in the
questionnaire trial that any list of key
considerations would be incomplete
without them,

We were interested in the relative
importance of these factors. We
therefore asked parents to rate the
importance of each factor in their
decision to send their child to a
particular pre-school. Theratings were
made on a three-point scale (very
important, some importance, not
important/not applicable). Parents’

ratings of the importance of each factor
are given below. The statements are
listed in order of number of people
marking each staterent ‘very important’.

child to this setting?

Children seem }
happy there §

Has a good i
reputation e

Near/nearest {0 bR
home AN

Convenient i
opening hours JEGc_G_—_

Another child in the e
family went there/ |
isthere now [

Accepts children S
under three” SEG_—_—_—G

cost* B "

Caters for my child's
specialhealth needs §f

- L - T g . e
K S s £ A
gyt s A A o .

o

My child's friends e
go there §

o

My child’s place is L
sponsored by ¥
an employer {

T e
G .

Bl very important

Based on the responses of 838 parents from LEA nursery schools and classes, reception classes,

private nurseries and playgroups.

7 not importany/

some importance ) ot applicable

*These two factors were not included on the version of the questionnaire sent 10 parents whose
children attended a reception class, because reception classes do not accept children under three,

nor do they charge for admission.




PARENTS' VIEWS OF PRE-SCHOOL: MAKING CHOICES

Parents indicated that a number of
factors contributed to the choice of their
child’s pre-school. However, the
diagram shows that two factors stand
out: the happiness of the children already
attending the pre-school (rated very
important by 89 per cent of parents) and
the setting’s reputation (rated very
important by 87 per cent). Clearly,
these factors were seen as overriding
the more practical considerations listed
in the guestionnaire.

Parents’ ratings indicated that the other
factors we listed were much less
immportant to them, although distance
from home and convenient opening
hours were of at Jeast some iraportance
to the majority of parents in their choice
of setting.

The importance of some of the factors is
obviously dependent on family
circumstances. For example, it may be
very important for families with older
children to send younger siblings to the
same school, and for parents of children
with special educational or health needs
it is vital that they find a pre-school
willing to cater for their child.

We wanted to know whether certain
factors were more or less important to
parents who had chosen each of the five
different types of setting, so we carried
out statistical tests of significance to see
ifthis was the case. The analysis showed
that the happiness of the children at the
pre-school and the pre-school’s
reputation were of equal importance to
parents attending the different types of
pre-school. However, there were several
pomnts of difference among parents who
had chosen different types of pre-schoot
for their child. The differences noted
opposite were statistically significant.

& Parentsofchildren attending an LEA
nursery school were more likely to
say that the fact that it catered for
their child’s special/health needs was
avery important factor in their choice
of setting.

@ Parents of children attending an LEA
nursery class were more likely to
rate atiendance by another child m
the family as very important.

# Parentsof children attending aschool
reception class were more likely to
rate attendance by another child in
the family as very important. These
parents were less likely to rate
convenient opening hours as a very
important factor in their choice of
pre-school.

# Parents of children attending a
playgroup were more likely to rate
nearness to home as very important,
and costas of some importance. They
were less likely to rate the setting’s
reputation as very important.

& Parents of children attending a
private day nursery were more
likely to rate three factors as very
important: convenient opening
hours; accepting children under
three; and that their child’s place
was sponsored by anemployer. They
were more likely to rate cost as of
some importance. These parents
were less likely to rate nearness to
home or attendance by their child’s
friends as very important factors in
their choice of pre-school.

Some of these differences are related to
features of particulartypes of pre-school.
For example, pre-schools attached to
primary schools accommodate children
from a wide age range and all the
children in a family are likely to attend
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the same primary school. This may
well be the explanation for the finding
that parents of children in school nursery
and reception classes were more likely
to rate attendance by another child in
the family as an important factor.

Playgroups usually offer shorter
sessions than other types of pre-school;
parents are invited to help with activities
and are charged a small fee for their
child’s attendance, These features help
toexplain why nearness to home is very
irpportant and cost is of some importance
for parents of children attending

playgroups.

The fact that acceptance of children
with special needs was more important
to parents of children attending a nursery
school is likely to be a reflection of
differences in the sample. Elsewhere in
the questionnaire we asked parents
whether their child had any special
needs, including health or development
problems. A significantly higher
proportion of parents of children in
nursery schools indicated that their child

had special needs (although parents of
children attending local authority day
nurseries had the highest proportion of
children with special needs).

The responses of parents from private
nurseries may reflect both the working
patterns of these parents and their greater
affluence. For example, the importance
of convenient opening hours, accepting
young children and employer
sponsorship of places may well be linked
to the needs of working parents (one of
the private nurseries in the sample was
a workplace nursery). The cost of their
child’s place is a matter of some
importance to these parents. However,
parents who have chosen a private
nursery are less concerned than other
parents about the nursery’s nearness to
home. This may be because their choice
of private education means that they
have to look further afield than other
parents. They are also more likely than
other parents to be able to afford one or
more cars, thus enabling them to
transport their child a greater distance to
their nursery.

My school by Tanya
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Limitations on choice

The interviews with parents of children
attending 12 of the pre-school settings
provided insights into the limitations
on parental choice. Although the
majority of the 34 parents we spoke to
said they had gotaplace at their preferred
pre-school, some explained that they
haddifficulty finding a pre-school which
catered for their needs. For example,
parents who lacked access to transport
wererestricted to achoice of pre-schools
near to horne; those in rural areas had
few pre-schools within reach; less
affluent parents could not afford to pay
for a private pursery; and working
parents needed pre-schools offering
particular opening hours,

One mother explained how a
combination of practical issues
contributed to her choice of pre-school:

There weren’t many play schools to
choose from and a private nursery
would have been too expensive. As
I don’t drive I was limited to those
within walking distance, so there
were really only three of four ro
choose from. [ decided 1o send her
to this playgroup because it's
reasonably near, though not the
nearest. The hours being offered
suited me.

In some cases, parents could not gain
entry to the pre-school of their choice.
One of the mothers explained that she
had been unable to get her child into a
particular LEA nursery class because
she lived outside the catchment area for
the school.

I put Peter’s name down to go to a
nursery but he didn’t ger in. It was
a bit silly really because we live
nearer to the nursery than to the

10

playgroup, but we live on the wrong
side of the road from the boundary
apparently, so he didn’t get in.

Another mother living in a rural area
described the complicated arrangements
she had to make to get her child to his
nursery school, involving four bus
journeys a day.

Flook after a little boy and I have 10
drop him off at his school for nine
o’clock and then get Jimmy to the
nextvillage for halfpastnine. There
is a nearer nursery, but I'm out of
the catchment area for it. It's a big
rush because Fhaven't got transport
so I have to bus it.

The interviews demonstrated how a
complex range of factors such as
poverty, family composition, working
patterns, living in a rural area and the
local availability of pre-school places
can curtail parents’ choice of pre-school.

Features of pre-schools

When we designed the questionnaire,
we were well aware of the fact that not
all parents have a wide choice of pre-
schools and parents may not be able
find one which is close to their ideal
choice. However, we were interested in
finding out about some of the features
of a pre-school that might be influential
if parents had a free choice. For this
reason we included the following
hypothetical question in the
questionnaire: ‘If you had a choice
between two pre-schools which were
similar in distance, opening hours and
cost, which factors would be most
important to you when choosing
between them?’
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We drew up a list of factors, based on
previous research into choice of school
and influenced by the literature on
important features of pre-school
education (see the bibliography for
further details). The list touched on a
number of issues, including: the physical
environment (buildings and equipment,
security system, outdoor play area); the
staffing (caring staff, staff—child ratios);
the curriculum (play activities, teaching
of reading and mathematics); equal
opportunities (multicultural approach,
inclusion with children with special
educational needs); and parental
information/advice.

The questionnaire asked parents to tick
the five most important things they
would look for when making theirchoice
of pre-school. The results are shownin

3. Mostimportant factors in choosing between two similar pre-school settings

Diagram 3 (items are listed in order of
the percentage of parents ticking each
feature as important).

The diagram shows that the factor of
importance to most parents was that
their child’s pre-school should have
‘caring staff’. This is consistent with
the priority givento the child’s happiness
at pre-school, which was also apparent
in parents’ answers to the previous
question.

Security was clearly an important issue
for most parents. Over three-quarters
of the parents indicated that they would
look for a pre-school with good security
arrangements. That parents are
concerned about the security of their
child’s pre-school is not surprising in
the year following two well-publicised

Caring staff

Good security

Good facilities

{buildings and equipment)
‘Provides a wide range of
play activities

Smalt number of children
for each adul

Provides teaching for reading
and maths

Good outdoor play arsa

Offers information and advice
fo parents

Has a muiticuttural approach

Includes children with
special needs

Based on the responses of 838 parents in LEA nursery schools and classes, reception classes,
private nurseries and playgroups. Parents were asked to choose their five mest important factors.

i1
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incidents where intruders attacked
school children {resulting in the deaths
of children at Dunblane Primary School
in March 1996, and injures to young
children at a Walsall infant school in
July of the same year). The faci that
security was rated so highly by the
parents we surveyed in October 1996
indicates the highlevel of anxiety among
parents about the ability of pre-schools
to protect their young children,

The buildings and equipment were
another key factor. Just under three-
quarters of parents prioritised a pleasant,
well-maintained and well-equipped
environment.

The diagram shows that features of the
curriculum and staffing levels were next
inorder of importance. Overhalf of the
parents said they would choose the pre-
school offering a wide range of play
activities. (Interestingly, a higher
response than for ‘provides teaching for
reading and maths’.) Half of the parents
indicated thatthe ratio of staff to children
would be an important factor in their
choice.

My teacher by Victoria

12

Four features were of much less
importance to the majority of parents.
A good outdoor play area was
considered important by just under a
third of parents and the provision of
information and advice to parents was
prioritised by over a quarter. Fewer
than a quarter of parents indicated that
either a muiticultural approach or a
policy of including children with special
needs would influence their choice of
pre-school.

Differences in priorities
according to the age and sex of
the child

We thought that there might be
differences of opinion among parents
according to certain characteristics of
their child, such as age and sex. (The
questionnaire asked parents to provide
this information.) To check on age
differences, we divided the parents into
two groups according to whether their
child was aged three or four at the
beginning of the autumn term. There
were three significant differences
between parents of three- and four-year-
olds and one significant difference
between parents of boys and girls in the
answers to this question.

# Parents of three-year-olds were
more likely to indicate that a good
outdoor play areca would be an
tmportant factor in their choice of
pre-school.

e Parentsof four-year-olds were more
likely to indicate that the inclusion
of children with special needs would
be animportant factor in their choice
of pre-school.
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e Parents of four-year-olds were more
likely to indicate that the teaching of
reading and mathematics would be
important in their choice of pre-
school.

® Parents of girls were more likely to
indicate that security would be an
important factor in their choice
between two similar pre-schools.

These findings show that parents of
three- and four-year-olds are interested
in pre-school settings offering slightly
different things. The fact that parents of
three-year-olds are more interested in
their child’s access to outdoor play, and
that parents of four-year-olds are more
likely to want their child to be taught
reading and maths is perhaps areflection
of parents’ interpretation of the
developmental needs of their child. It
may also reflect the type of pre-school
attended by children of different age
groups (see below).

More of the parents of four-year-clds
felt it to be important that a pre-school
should include children with special
needs. Rather than showing a true
difference of opinion between parents
of older and younger children, this is
probabiy areflection of the composition
of our sample. A significantly higher
proportion of parents of four-year-olds
in our sample considered their child to
have special needs (inchuding health or
development problems).

Despite the differences listed above,
there are many features on which parents
of three- and four-year-olds agreed. For
example, they were equally concerned
about the importance of caring staff,
good facilities, security and adult—hild
ratios. Before we saw the results of
these analyses we had predicted that

parents of four-year-olds would place
less priority on their child’s pre-school
providing a wide range of play activities,
and were surprised to find that this was
not the case. There was no significant
difference between parents of three-
and four-year-olds on this issue.

k 18 also worth noting that parents of
boysand girls held very similar opinions,
withthe exception of the greater priority
given to good security by parents of
girls.

Differences in priorities
according to the type of sefting

We wanted to know whether parents of
children attending the five types of
setting would prioritise different things.
Our analyses revealed that there were
several statistically significant
differences of opinion between parents
of children attending different types of
pre-school setting.

¢ Parentsofchildrenattendingan LEA
nursery school were more likely to
say that a good outdoor play area
would influence their choice of pre-
schoal.

@ Parents of children attending aschool
reception elass were more likely to
prioritise the teaching of reading and

- maths, and the provision of
information and advice to parents,
These parents were less likely to feel
thata wide range of play activities or
a good outdoor play area would
influence their choice.

e Parents of children attending a
private day nursery were more
likely to indicate that good adult—
child ratios would influence their
choice. They were less likely than
other parents to say they would look

13
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forapre-school offering information
and advice to parents, or one catering
for children with special needs.

Parents of children atiending a
playgroup were more likely to say
that they would look for a setting
offering a wide range of play
activities.

The views of parents of children
attending an LEA nursery classdid
not differ markedly from those of
parents whose children attended the
other types of pre-school setting.

Again, the analyses by type of pre-

school revealed some differences of

opinion between parents. One of these
may be related to the age-group of the
children as well as the type of setting.
The emphasis placed on the teaching of

reading and mathematics by parents of

children in reception classes may be
due in part to the fact that reception
classes do not cater for three-year-clds

(whose parents are less likely to
consider this an important factor),
and in part to the expectation of
parents that children will be taught to
read when they start ‘proper school’.

Some of the differences in parents’
answers to the guestion reflect
particular features of different types
of setting. For example, most LEA
nursery schools have good facilities
for outdoor play, and our analysis
showed that this feature was
considered to be important by a higher
proportion of parents of children
attending LEA nursery schools.
Similarly, playgroups offer a wide
range of play activities and private
nurseries tend to have high ratios of
adults to children. Each of these
features was felt to be important by
more parents of children attending
playgroups and private nurseries
respectively.

1 like playing with the cars by Mark
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Parents’ pre-school
visits

Although most parents find cut about
pre-schools by word of mouth, parents
are unlikely to enrol their child without
some further information, Perhaps the
best way for parents to judge the
suitability of a pre-school is to arrange
a visit. We wanted to know how many
parents had visited their child’s pre-
school before their child began to attend
and whether parents visited more than

one pre-school before reaching a
decision.

The guestionnaires sent to all parents
asked whether the parents had visited
theirchild’s pre-school before their child
startedto attend. The responses revealed
that the vast majority of parents (92 per
cent) had done so. Although most of
parents in all six types of setting said
they had visited the pre-school, there
was a significant difference according
to the type of pre-school their child
attended,

® Parents of children attending a
playgroup or alocal authority day
nursery were less likely than other
parents to have visited their child’s
pre-school before they made their
choice. In fact, 75 per cent of
playgroup parents and 86 per cent of
local authority day nursery parents
said they had visited their child’s
pre-school before their child started
to attend. :

We had predicted that fewer parents of
children attending a local authority day
nursery would visit before their child
started there, because places are often
allocated on the basis of referral rather
than parent choice. However, we did
notexpect the finding that fewer parents

had visited their child’s playgroup.
Perhaps this reflects the more ‘informal’
nature of playgroup organisation.

In addition to visiting the pre-school
they selected, just over a third (35 per
cent) of parents had visited at least one
other pre-school setting before reaching
a decision. Although most of these
parents had visited two or three pre-
schools in total, a few reported that they
had visited up to ten pre-schools before
deciding which one to choose. There
was a significant difference in the
number of pre-schools parents had
visited according to the type of pre-
school they selected.

® Parents of children attending a
private day nursery made more
visits to pre-schoocls than other
parents (55 per cent of these parents
said they had visited at least one
other pre-school, including 21 per
cent who had visited four or more
pre-school settings before reaching
a decision).

For parents who send their child to a
private nursery there is an obvious
financialincentive to satisfy themselves
that a state funded pre-school could not
offerequivalent provision. The finding
that parents of children attending a
private nursery visited more pre-schools
before making a choice indicates that
affluent parents are particularly active
in finding out what the pre-school
‘market’ has to offer,

What parents are looking for
when they visit a pre-school
The interviews with staff and parents
provided an opportunity to find out more

about parents’ visits to pre-schools. The
34 parents we interviewed said they had

15




PARENTS’ VIEWS OF PRE-SCHOOL: MAKING CHOICES

found such visits useful, but there was
little consensus on what they were
looking for during their visits to pre-
schools.

For example, a mother whose daughter

attended a playgroup explained that she

was trying to gain a general impression:
I found the visit quite useful because
vou could tell straightaway what the
atmosphere was like.

In contrast, the mother of a child
attending a nursery school was looking
for specific things:
I'wanted to know that itwas nice and
clean and there was plenty of stuff
there foplaywithito keep himamused
until I pick him up.
However, the mother of achild attending
the same mursery school was interested
in different aspects:

Twantedto knowwhat they did, what
was the security and if there was a
nice outside play area.

Interviews with 28 pre-school staff
confirmed that parents who visited them
were interested in a variety of aspects,
including the attitude of the staff, the
happiness of the children and the range
of activities on offer.

The head of alocal authority day nursery
explained that parents in social need
may not be in a position to judge the
quality of provision.
Because the majority of our families
are referred they don’t know what
they want, all they know is they want
someone to look after their children
because the family’s under stress.
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The head of a nursery school
commented:

I think different people are looking
Jor different things; it depends on
whether they've had any experience
of nursery education. When parents
haven’t got any experience of nursery
school, one of the most common
things they say to me is: ‘I want to
get him ready for the big school’.

Some staff said they took the opportunity
of an initial visit to explain to parenis
what their pre-school had to offer. For
example, in one nursery school, parents
wishing to lock round the nursery were
given an individual appointment and
taken round by the head. As the head
explained:
Parents tend to equate busyness
with learning, which might not
necessarily be the case, so that's
why [ talk through what's going
on.

Staff in other pre-schools agreed that
part of their role was to help parents
focus on important aspects of pre-
school education and to deal with any
misconceptions parents might have
(especially regarding teaching of
reading and mathematics). A nursery
class teacher said:

I think they [parents] don’t know
what to look for, and that’s why [
tend to take the lead, pointing out
the different areas of experience
that we have available.

The head of this school added:
I think parents cught to be able to

see that the children are not only
happy, but they are learning. Now



PARENTS' VIEWS OF PRE-SCHOOL: MAKING CHOICES

learning to us could mean social
development, whereas to some
parents it tends to be wherher
children can write or count. We
are preparing a document which
explains thatwe are doing reading,
writing and number, but it’s not in
a formalised way thar isn'y
appropriate for a young child.

The parents we spoke to appreciated the
opportunity to talk to staff and ask
questions. As one mother explained:

We had a talk from the headteacher,
who gave us all the information about
the lessons and what they did. You
could ask lots of questions and she
answered every single question that
we asked.

* Another parent who attended this session
said simply:
They put my mind at rest.

Since we carried out the research, a
useful booklet has been published to
help parents choose a pre-school for
their child. The booklet was prepared
by the National Early Years Network
and was made available to parents of
four-year-olds as part of the Nursery
Education Voucher Scheme (see the
bibliography for details). Parents are
advised to visit pre-schools and to look
for: ‘A combination of care, education,
enthusiastic staff, good resources and
equipment, and an approach that will
meet the needs of your child The
authors provide a checklist of points for
parents to consider, including: the
information given to parents; the
welcome they receive; the relationships
between staff and children and between
staff and parents; the books, equipment
and materials; the meals and snacks
provided; and the safety and security of
the premises.

Me and my parents by Sally
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Who chooses?

According tothe parents we interviewed
(33 mothers and one father) it emerged
that choice of a child’s pre-school was
primarily the mother’s decision,
although fathers were involved in the
discussions in just under half the cases.
Typicaily, mothers were the ones who
found out about pre-school options,
gathered information and visited the
pre-schools. Some mothers then
discussed their preferences with their
husbands or partners before making a
final decision.

One mother explained that the choice of
her child’s local authority nursery was
almost entirely her decision:

My husband wasn’t involved much.
I went home and told him I'd seen
this place. He said ‘Yeah, whatever’.
He leaves it to me!

Similarly, another explained:

We both decided that we wanted our
son to go to some sort of playschool,
but the final decision was mine. 1
called in to have a look round and
put his name down then and there.

In contrast, one mother described how
her partner was involved in both the
research and decision-making:

My partner was veryv much
involved. We visited the schools
together and we went through why
we liked this one the best.
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When do parents
make their choice?

We asked the parents we interviewed
how old their child had been when they
made their pre-scheool cheoice. The
‘timing” of pre-school choice was of
particular interest in relation to the
Nursery Education Voucher Scheme,
because parents received the vouchers
and associated information (including a
list of settings registered to accept
vouchers) a few months before their
child’s fourth birthday.

Over two-thirds of the 34 parents we
interviewed had decided to send their
child to the current pre-school before
the child’s third birthday. A few decided
soon after the child was born,
particularly in families where they
wanted a younger child to attend the
same pre-school as his or her older
siblings, or where parents had to get
their child’s name down early in order
to secure aplace. However, the majority
of parents made the decision when the
child was nearly three years old.

Of course children may attend more
than one setting before the age of five:
for example, a child could start at a
playgroup at two-and-a-half, move to
nursery at three and then to reception
class when she reaches the age of four.
We were asking parents of three- and
four-year-olds about the pre-school the
child was currently attending, so in some
cases the child would be moving to
another setting when they were four.

However, our findings indicate that

parents choose a pre-school several
months, oreven years before the child is
old enough to attend.
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Which type of pre-
school would parenis
prefer?

We were interested to know which type
of pre-school parents would choose if
given a free choice of all the different
types. Wetherefore asked the 34 parents
we interviewed the following question.

‘As you prohably know, there
are lots of differentkinds of places
parents can sendtheirthree- and
four-year-clds, such as LEA
nurseries, day nurseries,
playgroups and school reception
classes forfour-year-clds, ifyou
had a choice of all the different
types for your child, which would
you choose and why?”’

There was a range of answers to this
question, with many parents expressing
their satisfaction with their child’s
current pre-school. However, the
majority of parents (20 of the 34
interviewed}) said that, if given a free
choice, they would choose a pre-school
attached to a school (e.g. a school
nursery class). The most common
reason given for this was that they did
notwant their child to face the disruption
of moving from one institution to
anotherat suchayoungage. Inaddition,
some parents felt that schools were
better equipped than other types of pre-
school, that their child would geta good
infroduction to the National Curriculum,
or that they would benefit from the
opportunity to attend the same school
as their older brothers and sisters. The
following quotations are typical of
parents expressing this view.

fwould like Stuart to go to an LEA
nursery in the school he was going
to. It’s a shame for them to make
Jriends [in a pre-school] and then
mayhe not see them, and it will take
himtime to settle in at school because
ke won’t be with the people he’s
been with before.

I would have preferred a nursery in
the primary school because it keeps
the continuity. [ think for some
children to change school at the age
of four it’s a big upheaval.

I'would like an educational nursery
attached to a school. It's nice when
they go right through, rightup to 11
It gives them a better start, puts them
on the right road for the National
Curriculum.

However, afew of the parents expressed
concern about the suitability of a
reception class environment for a four-
year-old. One mother of a child at a
nursery said:

I've gor reservations about mixing
Sfour-year-olds in reception classes.
Younger children have got different
needs from older children.

Another mother said:

I would choose a dedicated place
which caters for three- and four-
year-olds and which has a teacher—
child ratio appropriate for that,
rather than reception classes where
they’ve got 32 kids.

The parents of children attending a
private day nursery were convinced that
they had made the best choice for their
child. They gave two main reasons for
this: the perceived emphasis on
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education and the individual attention
available (due to high ratios of adults to
children). As one mother said:

Ina private nursery youknow you're
going to get an excellent level of
education, an all-round education,
along with individual attention.

Another commented:

Children need the one-to-one
attention they get at home.

One motherof achild ataprivate nursery
suggested that social reasons were
important in her preference for aprivate
nursery:

It’s the type of person you get in a
day nursery...In the local state
school every boy has his ears
pierced by the age of ten and the
way they speak... I don’t want Emily
speaking like that!

Parents’ views on
broader issues

The last question on the guestionnaire
invited parents fo add any comments
about their child’s pre-school or about
provision for under fives in general.
Just over half of the parents responded
to this question, most of whom took the
opportunity to praise their child’s pre-
school. Typical comments are given
below:

The nursery is doing a wonderful
Job. They are very good with the
parents as well as the children. Itis
a pleasure to visit them and the staff
are always pleased fo see us.

Our nursery is well run. We like the
school, but more importantly, so do
the children. They are happy so we
are happy.

This nursery is the best in the area.
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One issue that concerned many of the
parents who commented was the lack of
pre-school provision in their area. One
parent wrote:

I cannot accept that the availability
of state nursery provision Is not
adjusted according to local demand.

Another commented:

[ think ALL children should have the
opportunity to go to nursery prior to
going to school as it prepares them
for what lies ahead.

The {ack of affordable childcare was of
particular concern to working parents.
Parents wanted to have access to care
throughout the working day. As one
parent said:

I use this [private] nursery because
the state provision was on a part-
time basis. Iwas unable to make the
necessary arrangements for
additional care.

Some parents of children attending
private nurseries wanted childcare to be
subsidised or made tax-deductible:

Anallowance should be provided by
the government to help withthe costs
of private nurseries. Also help should
be provided once the child starts
school as many parents work and
will find it difficult arranging
childeare out of school hours.

A mother of a child attending a local
authority nursery expressed her
frustration at being unable to afford
childcare if she got a job:

I am a single parent on income
support, Iwant to return to work but
I cannor get a job that will pay
sufficient to support me and my son.
Ididn’t choose to be a single mum, I
was forced to due fo violence.
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Parents’ views on the Nursery
Education Voucher Scheme

Among the additional remarks made by
parents responding to the guestionnaire,
a minority concermned the introduction
of the Nursery Education Voucher
Scheme. Of the parents who commented
on the scheme, almost all expressed
negative views. A few admitted to
being confused about the workings of
the scheme.

We followed this up in our interviews
with parents. We asked the 34 parents
we spoke to for their views of the scheme
and whether they thought it wouid lead
to an expansion in parental choice,

The parents we spoke to had mixed
views on the voucher scheme. Just
under half held negative views, and a
similar proportion were unable to
comment. A few parents held positive
views.

The main point made by those opposed
tonursery vouchers was that the scheme
would largely benefit more affluent
parents who could afford to send their
child to a privaie nursery. One parent
said:
All it seems to be doing is putting
money into the pockets of those who
can already afford to pay for their
child’s nursery.

Another commented:

I disagree with the nursery voucher
scheme. For parenis who would
have gene to a private nursery
anyway, their parenis are given
£1,000, or ‘afree skiing trip’ as one
parent was heard to say!

When asked if it would increase parental
choice of school, most parents felt that
it would not, at least in the short-term.

As one parent of a child at a private
niirsery said:

If parents cannot afford to send their
child to a private school, I'm not
sure the voucher will make all thar
much difference. I would hope it
would give some parents on
opportunity [to afford private fees]
bur if they call up most nurseries
around here they will find out that
they’re already full.

Infact, parents predicted that the scheme
would restrict parental choice, because
of its effects on the existing provision.
In some cases, parents had been told
that state-funded provision for three-
year-olds was under threat because
money was being taken from the focal
authority’s budget to contribute to
vouchers for four-year-olds.

Parents of children attending playgroups
were worried about the continued
viability of their pre-schools, because
local schools were planning to expand
in order to take ‘voucher-bearing’
children. One of the playgroups in our
study was threatened with closure as a
direct result of the voucher scheme.
The playgroup was well established in
atemporary classroom on a school site.
The school head had told the playgroup
manager that because of the voucher
scheme she wanted the classroom back,
to accommodate a new reception class
for voucher bearing four-year-olds.

Although many parents wanted their
child to be able to start school at an early
age, some were concerned about the
standard of provision available to young
children in school reception classes.
One parent said:

What I don’t agree with at all is that
some schools are having to take
children at the age of four and they
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are mixing the four-year-oldsinwith  Another commented dryly:
the reception year. Some schools
have got the resources to have
separate classes with a different
teacher, but some schoolswon’t have
the resources.

We're hardly likely to say no to a gift
of money.

However, one parent felt uneasy about
accepting the voucher:

I think it’s wonderful that people are

The minority of parents in favour of the being h’elped, great for‘ other.s, b-ut
voucher scheme were almost wedon tneedit. Iwill discussitwith
exclusively those who had chosen a my husband but 1 r}”'”]f we should
private nursery. One said: give the money to charity.

It's excellent, it’s like a present!

I like dressing up as Spider Man by Mark
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Conclusion

This research has provided information
on how and why parents choose their
child’s pre-school. 1t has produced
evidence of the powerful effect of a pre-
school’s local reputation. We found
that parents relied heavily on
recommendations from friends, family,
neighbours and other parents in finding
out about the pre-schools in their area.
When choosing a pre-school for their
child, parents were strongly influenced
by the reputation of the pre-schoo! and
the happiness of the children there.
Although some parents were taking
account of practical considerations, such
as nearness to home and opening hours,
such considerations were of less
importance to most parents when
choosing a pre-school for their child.

These findings are very similar to those
of research into parents’ choice of
secondary school (see bibliography),
which have found that parents want
theirchild to be happy at school, and are
likely to apply for a place at a school
with a good focal reputation. However
the research into choice of secondary
school indicates that for older children
the school’s academic success (e.g. the
school’s position in the educational
‘league tables’) and the child’s own
preferences also come into play.,

Some of our findings on the features
parents would look for when choosing
between two similar pre-schools
provide interesting food for thought.
The fact that most parents want a pre-
school with caring staff fits with
parents’ concern for their child’s
happiness. The very high priority
given to good security was not
expected, but it is understandable in the

light of recent well-publicised attacks
on schoolchildren by intruders.

We had thought that favourable adult—
child ratios might be given ahigh priority
by parents, because this issue has been
highlighted in recent political debate.
In fact, although it was thought to be an
important factor by just over half of
parents, other factors (namely caring
staff, good security, good facilities and
the range of play activities on offer)
were prioritised by a higher proportion
of the parents we surveyed.

It has been suggested that parents
nowadays are very concerned that their
children should learn reading and
mathematics from an early age. Qur
findings confirmed that this was of
interest to parents. However, the results
also indicated that it was not the top
priority: if choosing between two similar
pre-schools, parents would be more
likely to prioritise the provision of a
wide range of play activities than the
teaching of reading and mathematics.
There was a difference between parents
of three- and four-year-olds on this point,
with parents of older children more
likely to rate teaching of reading and
mathematics as an important factor in
their choice. Even so, parents of four-
year-olds indicated that they would
attach a similar importance to both a
wide range of play activities and to
more formal learning, when choosing
between two similar pre-school settings.

Some of the differences between parents
who have chosen different types of pre-
school are informative. One group in
particular stands out: parents of children
attending aprivate nursery. Ourfindings
indicate that parents who choose a
private nursery are more interested than
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other parents in finding a nursery
accepting children underthree, offering
convenient opening hours and providing
good adult—child ratios. They are more
willing to choose a pre-school that is
not near to their home, and they visit
more pre-schools, on average. than do
parents of children attending other types
of pre-school. These findings would
seemto reflect the working patterns and
greater affluence of parents who can
afford to pay for a private nursery place
for their child.

A consistent theme that comes through
fromour findings is parents’ overriding
concern for the happiness of their child.
When choosing a pre-school, parents
are looking for a place where the staff
are caring and the children are happy.
This also related to parents’ preference
for a pre-school attached to a school.
Although the parents we interviewed
were satisfied with the education and
care provided in their child’s current
pre-school, the majority would prefera
place in a school nursery or reception
class sothat their son or daughter would
nothave to face the disruption of moving
from one environment to another at
such an early age.

Parents wanted an expansion in
provision for under fives, but were
doubtful that the Nursery Education
Voucher Scheme would bring this about,
They wanted more provision and a
greater availability for good quality,
affordable childcare for children of
working parents.

This research has surveyed nearly a
thousand pareats from a range of
backgrounds, living in different areas
of England, who have chosen different
types of pre-school for their children.
The findings provide insights into

24

parents’ choice of pre-school, their
concerns about their child’s education
and their need for information and
guidance. We hope the research will
prove interesting and useful forall those
involved in providing education and
care for young children.

Implications and
recommendations

The findings of this research have some
tmportant implications for parents, pre-
school staff and policy makers at local
and national levels. These are outlined
in the following sections. Other
important aspects of pre-school,
including the information provided on
children’s  progress, parental
involvement and parents’ views of the
quality of their child’s pre-school, are
discussed in a second report: Parents’
Views of Pre-school: Quality Matters.

The research identified issues relating
to parents’ access to information and
their decision-making process.

Getting information

The research found that parents relied
heavily on information about pre-
schools from other parents, friends,
family and neighbours. Very few used
other forms of information to find out
about the pre-schools in their area.

. ® Finding out about pre-schools
. byusinginformal networksisa
good starting point. However,
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the information you get from
focal contacts may not alert you
to all the possibilities.

- ® Thesocial services department
~ of your local authority has to
produce information for parents
on all early years services. The
local eduocation authority will
have mformation about local
schools. Contact your local
town hall, library or health

Finding out what pre-schools have fo
offar

A setting’s local reputation is very
important to parents, but most parents
would wish to visit at least one pre-
school before making a decision.

- ® Local reputation is a useful

: guide, but remember that some
pre-schools can get an
undeserved reputation and that
what suits one child may not
suit another.

.. # The best way for parents to

. findoutaboutapre-school isto
arrange a visit. Visit more than
one pre-school if possible, and
try to make an appointment so
your partner is able to attend,

- @ Arrange to visitduring the day,

.~ so you can gain an impression
of the happiness of the children
and the quality of relationships
between staff and children.

Look for the appropriateness
of the buildings and equipment:
do children have access to
outdoor play?

Check security arrangements:
could an intruder easily gain
access?

Is there a good range of play
activities? Ask staff to explain
how children benefit from the
activities provided.

Ask staff to outline their aims
for the children in their care.
Find out if they have had a
recent inspection and ask to see
a copy of the report.

Find out where most of the
children at the pre-school go
when they leave, and ask how
pre-school staff prepare the

children for their next stage of

education,.

Ask staff about their entry
criteria. There is no point
applying to a school if they
have a catchment area and you
live outside it. Find out how
places are ailocated, so you can
weigh up your chances of

getting a place and let staff

know of anything that might
help your case.

Most pre-schools have some
written information for parents.
Get hold of a copy and read it at
home. If you still have
questions, phone the pre-school
for ananswerorarrange another
Visit.
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The following points are designed to
help pre-school staff to think about
particular aspects of their relationship
with parents.

How parents find out about pre-schools

The research found that most parents
find out about pre-schools by word-of-
mouth recommendations.

- @ How do parents find out about -
- your pre-school? Are there

themselves this may exclude
some children with special
educational needs).

Consider how best to
communicate your criteria
clearly to staff and parents.
Parents need to know whether
it is worthwhile applying to
your pre-school.

Ensure that you are consistent
in applying vour entry criteria.
If vou have to refuse places to
parents, the reasons for doing
so need to be fully explained.

parents in your immediate area
who do not approach you? Is
this because they are not aware

that you exist?

Consider whether there are any
ways in which you could help
inform local parents of your
presence.

What kind of local reputation
does your pre-school have?
Consider ways in which you
could influence your standing
in the community.

Entry criteria

Visits

If parents are to make an informed
choice, they must have an opportunity
to visit one or more pre-schoois. Staff
can help by encouraging parents to visit
and by guiding them round.

Consider how to encourage all
parents to visit your pre-school
before their child begins to
attend. :

. ® Devise strategies for
: encouraging particular parents
to visit (e.g. fathers/partners as
well as mothers, people from
ethnic minorities, families with

All pre-schools have some kind of entry
criteria, but these are notalways clear to
parents. Pre-schools need to be aware
of the consequences of their entry
criteria.

. ® What are your entry criteria?
. Ensurethatthese are fogical and
coherent. :

. @ Check whether your criteria
exclude certain groups of
parents and children (e.g.if you
require all children to be toilet
trained or to be able to feed
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more than one young child,
working parents).

Think about the kind of
information parents want.
Decide how besttoexplain your
aims (including your approach
towards learning through play
and towards the teaching of

early reading and number
skills).

Make sure 2 member of staff is
available to guide parents
round
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First impressions

The research demonstrated the
importance to parents of particular
aspects of a pre-school. Staff can help
reassure parents if they address these
aspects when communicating with them.

- ® Consider how best to assure .
. parents that their child’s
happiness is of utmost
unportance to staff, "

Keep security underreview and
explain to parents how your
procedures operate.

Are there any ways in which
yOu can improve your existing
buildings and equipment?

The research has some important
implications for local and national
policy-makers. Parents can only make
effective choices if there is sufficient
provision available and if they have
sound information on which to base
their decisions.

.- ® Thereisanurgentneedtoaddress
- thelack of pre-school provision.
Any expansion should take into
account the needs of working =
parents.

The booklet Choosing What's
Best for Your Child (National
Early Years Network, 1997)
contains useful information
and advice for parents.

Consideration should be given
to re-drafting this publication
in the light of the demise of the
voucher scheme and making it
widely available to parents.

The content of initial and in-
service training for early
childhood workers should raise
awareness of parents’ concerns
and include guidance onhow to
formeffective partnerships with
parents.

There is continued need for
inter-agency collaboration in
planning pre-school provision.
This should include health,
social services and education
as well as private and voluntary
sector providers. Any future
development should be
coherent whilst preserving
diversity: not all parents want
or need the same type of pre-
school provision.

© @ Parents need information and
- guidance on the different types
of pre-school available in their
area(including provision by the
state, private and voluntary
sectors}). Local authorities
should consider how best to
make this information

accessible to parents and should
take an active role in promoting
its use.
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APPENDIX

Appendix:
About the research

Different types of pre-school

There are many different types of group
provision for children aged three and
four. We chose to focus on six of the
Most Common.

LEA nursery schools have their own
headteachers and normally offer part-
time places to children aged three to
four, although some offer full-time
places and may open forextended hours
{e.g. from 8.00 a.m. to 6.00 p.m.}. Staff
are qualified teachers and assistants.
There is aminimum of one staff member
for each 13 children. '

LEA nursery classes are part of an
infant, first or primary school serving a
wider age-range (c.g. three {o seven,
fourtoeleven). Theiropening hoursare
similar to those of a nursery school,
although most do not offer extended
day care. Staff qualifications and
staffing ratios are the same as for LEA
nursery schools.

School reception classes take children
aged between four and five. There has
been a recent trend towards creating
more reception classes and to taking
children into school at a younger age,
effectively lowering the school entry
age so that children can start school at
the beginning of the academic year in
which they become five. In smaller
schools, four-year-olds may be in a
mixed age class (in some cases,
accommodating children up to the age
of seven). Children usually attend for
the whole of the school day (typically
9.00 a.m. to 3.15 p.m.), although some

attend part-time at first. Staff are
qualified teachers and assistants. Atthe
time of the research, there were no
restrictions on the number of children
per adult in school reception classes.

Local authority day nurseries offer
mainly full-time and often extended
day care {e.g. from 8.00 am. to 6.00
pm.). They may accommaodate a wide
age-range, from babies to four-year-
olds. These nurseries commonly
allocate places on the basis of family
need. Staff are usually qualified (e.g. in
teaching, social work or childcare).
There must be one adult for every eight
children in the three- to five-year-old
age-group.

Private day nurseries offer part-time,
full-time and/or extended day care to
children under five. Typically, private
day nurseries are open from 8.00a.m. to
6.00 pm. They may accommodate
babies as well as older children. Parents
pay a fee for their child’s attendance.
There is usually a majority of trained
staff and there must be one adult for
every eight children in the three- to
five-year-old age-group.

Pre-school playgroups (also known as
pre-schools) offer play-based learning
opportunities for young children.
Playgroups are commonly attended by
children aged three, although some have
four-year-olds and some accept two-
year-olds. Parents are encouraged to
participate in the playgroup’s activities.
Children normally attend for a session
of a few hours up to five times a week.
Parents pay a nominal fee for their
child’s attendance. There is usually a
majority of trained staff and there must
be one member of staff for every eight
children in the three- to five-year-old
age-group.
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Research methods

The research formed part of the NFER's
Membership Programme, which is
funded by the local aunthorities in
England and Wales. The project took
place from January 1996 to March 1997.
We started by identifying local authority
areas with a wide range of different
types of provision. We selected six areas
in different parts of England, covering a
range of inner city, urban and rural
areas. Because the Nursery Education
Voucher Scheme was such an important
innovation for pre-school provision, we
included in our sample one of the four
authorities taking part in Phase 1 of the
voucher scheme.

We spoke to the people with
responsibility for publicly funded pre-
school provision in each authority. We
asked them a series of questions about
the population of their area and how
pre-school provision was organised. We
also asked them to nominate the pre-
schools (nurseries, playgroups and
reception classes in schools) that they
thought were providing a good service
for children and their parents. In some
cases, the people we spoketo had strong
links with the private and voluntary
sector providers and were able to
nominate good examples: where this
was not the case, we contacted the
national and local organisations
representing private nurseries and
playgroups to ask for nominations.

We wrote to the person in charge of
each of the nominated pre-schools to
ask if they would be willing to take part
in the research. Almost all of them
agreed to do so. Our sample was made
up of six different types of pre-schools
nominated for their good practice and
located in six different areas of England
(one of each type in each area). Because
we predicted that we might get a lower
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response from parents of children
attending local authority day nurseries,
we included an extra example of this
type of setting.

We designed a questionnaire for parents
of three- and four-year-olds and trialled
it with parents and pre-school experts.
The questionnaire was redrafted in the
light of the comments received

Three versions of the parents’
questionnaire were developed: one for
reception classes; one forlocal authority
day nurseries; and one for LEA nursery
schools, nursery classes, private day
nurseries and playgroups. The three
versions were similar, although there
were slight differences in the wording
of the questions (e.g. substituting
‘reception class’ for ‘nursery/
playgroup’). Some questionsregarding
parental choice were not included in the
questionnaire sent to parents of children
attending local anthority day nurseries.

After checking with the pre-schools
about the languages spoken by their
parents, versions of the questionnaires
were translated into four community
languages: Urdu, Gujerati, Punjabi and
Bengali.

Parcels of questionnaires were sent to
37 pre-schools in October 1996. The
person in charge of each pre-school was
asked to fill in a short form, giving
details of the number of children
attending, their opening hours and
staffing.

Although the pre-schools handed out
the questionnaires, the parents posted
them back to the research team using
the pre-paid envelopes provided. We
received replies from 953 parents of
three- and four-year-olds attending the
different types of pre-school (see Table
Al).



APPENDIX

Table A1. Parents’ questionnaire sample

* LEA nursery schools

Local authority day nurseries
© Private day nurseries
 Pre-school playgroups

Total

Nursery classes in LEA primary schools
Reception classes in LEA primary schools -

% of sample

305
217
124

115
o1
101

053

Replies were received from 52 per cent
of the parents we surveyed. There was
a similar response rate from parents in
the different types of setting, although,
as we had predicted, a slightly lower
proportionof local authority day nursery
parents replied (47 per cent),

The sample had more parents of three-
year-olds {62 per cent) than of four-
year-olds (38 per cent) and shightly more
parents of boys (52 per cent) than of
girls (48 per cent). Eleven per cent of
the parents reported that their child had
some kind of special need (including
health and development problems). In
terms of ethnic group, 76 percent of the
parents in our sample indicated that
their child’s ethnic group could be
described as “White European’, 12 per
cent described their child’s background
as ‘Pakistani’ and five per centas ‘Mixed
Race’. The remaining seven per cent of
the sample was made up of parents of
children froma variety of ethnic groups,
inchiding: Indian, Black Caribbean,
Bangladeshi and Black African.

Statistical methods of analysis

The questionnaire contained mainly
‘closed’ questions (i.e. where parents
were asked to respond to a range of
answers printed on the questionnaire),
although we did provide space for
parents to add comments on particular
issues. Information from answers to
the closed questions was entered on to
acomputer. The analyses were carried
out by a statistician, who used chi-
squared tests to look for differences
between groups. The differences
reported as ‘statistically significant’
were significant at the .05 level. This
means that there is a less than one-in-20
chance that these results would occur if
there was really no difference between
the groups.

Interpreting the results

Although we did our best to obtain a
sample that would reflect the views of
parents living in different areas of the
country and from a range of
backgrounds, we would not wish to
claim that it is representative of the
views of parents as a whole. There are
some important features of the sample
that may affect the results,
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First, we selected authorities with a
wide range of different types of
provision (state, private and voluntary
funded). These authorities represented
both urban and rural areas and had
parents from a variety of backgrounds,
but they are not necessarily typical of
the country as a whole.

Second, we asked local authority staff
and pre-school organisations for
nominations of pre-schools that they
considered to be offering high-quality
education and care. This means that the
study has a focus on good practice.

Third, our overall sample does not
comprise equal numbers of parents from
each type of pre-school. Almost a third
of the responses to the parents’
questionnaire came from nursery
schools and just under a quarter were
from nursery classes in LEA schools.
The rest of the sample is spread fairly
evenly between parents of children
attending the other types of pre-school.
Itis important to bear this in mind when
looking at the results from all parents,
because the views of parents whose
children attend an 1LEA nursery school
or class are over-represented. Also, 24
per cent of the parents in our sample
indicated that their children were from
ethnic minority backgrounds. Thisis a
much higher proportion than in the
general population. In 1991, nine per

cent of the under five age group of Great
Britain was made up of children from
ethnic minority groups (Central
Statistical Office, 1994),

Finally, it should be noted that
comparisons by type of pre-school
setting are based on just six settings of
each type (or seven, in the case of local
authority day nurseries).

Visits to pre-schools

We arranged to visit the pre-schools
that parents rated most highly, to observe
activities and talk to parents and staff.
Twelve pre-school settings (two of each
type) were visited by trained and
experienced researchers for a period of
twodays each between November 1996
and February 1997. Interviews were
held with 28 members of staff (heads,
teachers and nursery assistants) at the
pre-schools. We contacted parents in
the 12 settings who had indicated that
they were willing to take part in an
interview (44 per cent of all parents
who returned a questionnaire said they
would be willing to be interviewed). In
total, 34 parents were interviewed about
their child’s pre-school. Some
interviews were carried out at the pre-
schools and some by telephone, to fit in
with parents’ work patterns and other
commitments.

My school by Danieila
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% What are parents looking for when choosing a pre-
school for their three- or four-year-old?

# How do they find out what is available in their area?

% How important are practical issues, such as distance,
opening hours and cost?

% What other factors come into play, and what are parents
looking for when they visit a pre-school?

These are some of the questions addressed in this book,
which reports the findings of a major research project. The
research entailed a survey of nearly a thousand parents
whose children attended pre-schools in the state, private
and voluntary sectors. The survey findings are illustrated by
quotations from interviews with parents and pre-school
staff.

The book contains a series of practical action points for
consideration by parents, pre-school staff and policy-makers.
It should be of interest and practical use to all those
involved in the education and care of young children.
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