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Policy actors in a hostile environment: the views of staff in
maintained nursery schools in England
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ABSTRACT
The nearly 400 maintained nursery schools in England are schools for
children aged 2–4 years. They hold a unique position in offering state-
funded provision for this age group, outside of a primary school
environment, and are disproportionately located in areas of
disadvantage [EE. 2020. Briefing Note: The Comprehensive Spending
Review and Funding for Maintained Nursery Schools. Accessed 13
October 2020. https://early-education.org.uk/sites/default/files/Briefing%
20note%20-%20CSR%20and%20maintained%20nursery%20schools%
27%20funding.pdf]. While there have been policy-based attempts to
reduce the impact of social deprivation on educational outcomes, we
argue that education policy has created a hostile environment for
nursery schools. This arises from the national strategies on funding, ‘free
hours’ for parents, and staff qualifications, alongside social policy. Based
on interview data with staff and leaders in four nursery schools, the
paper explores the views of these teachers and discusses them as policy
actors within a precarious environment, faced with possible closure. We
explore their agency as they navigate this hostile terrain and their ways
of maintaining their sense of professional pride and commitment to
social justice.
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Introduction

Maintained nursery schools in England are part of a complex early years sector, made up of state and
private providers. Nursery schools are state-funded schools catering for children aged 2–4 or 3–4
(before compulsory school age), with their own building and headteacher, and specialist early
years teachers and practitioners. There are 389 nursery schools in England with over 40,000 children
enrolled (EE 2020). Although they make up a small proportion of the early years sector they have
significance in terms of reducing the impact of disadvantage because they are disproportionately
located in areas of social deprivation (EE 2020).

The existence of state-maintained nursery schools within the mixed private and public early years
sector is a policy anomaly arising from changes to the approach to early years education in the post-
war period (Palmer 2011). Children of this age also attend private nurseries or nursery classes based
in primary schools, or remain at home. However, nursery schools are seen as a positive element of
the system, or a ‘jewel in the crown’ of early years, due to their impact on children and particularly
children from poorer backgrounds (Powell 2019).
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During the years of Conservative-led government of the 2010s, nursery schools were affected by a
number of key early education policy decisions relating to funding and staff qualifications. Most
notably, the decision to extend the ‘free hours’ provided to working parents from 15 hours to 30
in 2015, alongside changes to the funding formula, affected the viability of nursery schools as inde-
pendent institutions. Since 1980, a third of nursery schools (around 200 schools) have closed down,
despite parents’ and teachers’ campaigns to keep them open (EE 2015). These issues are represen-
tative of the early years sector more widely, which has historically been subject to incoherent policy
agendas despite government rhetoric. For example, over the last decade: as Moss and Cameron sum-
marise, ‘Governments since 2010 have maintained a policy interest in ECEC but continued to avoid
addressing the flaws and dysfunctionalities of the system’ (2020, 8).

This paper explores the views of nursery school teachers and leaders during this period of nega-
tive policy, conceptualising them as policy actors (Ball et al. 2011) within a hostile environment,1 who
are nonetheless still able to exercise agency in their daily professional practice. Following Emirbayer
and Mische (1998, 963) we view agency as:

A temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), but also
orientated towards the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the present (as a
capacity to contextualise past habits and future projects within the contingencies of the moment).

Our data reveal that participants’ expressions of agency are demonstrated through their continued
professional pride in the exceptionalism of nursery schools and commitment to helping the disad-
vantaged2 children in their communities. The data discussed are drawn from a project exploring the
role of nursery schools in reducing disadvantage, based on 17 interviews with staff and school
leaders from four nursery schools in different areas of England. We begin with some background
on nursery schools.

Context: nursery schools as ‘hidden assets’

Maintained nursery schools in England cater mainly for children aged 3–5, though they may also take
younger children such as two-year-olds with ‘free hours’. As such they differ fundamentally from
private nurseries and pre-schools, and from primary schools which cater for children aged 4–11
(though these may also have a ‘nursery class’ for age 3–4). They owe their existence to an early twen-
tieth-century desire to provide health and social care for working-class young children, and allow
their mothers to work (Tizard, Moss, and Perry 1976). The period 1900–1929 saw the ‘rise of the
nursery school’ (Whitbread 1972). The educational benefits of schools were increasingly emphasised
in the 1930s (Palmer 2011), though it remained that an emphasis on physical well-being set nursery
schools apart from ordinary schools. In the post-war period, despite the support for nursery schools
in the 1944 Education Act, a number of factors limited the expansion of this sector further, including
policy reforms which did not take into account the needs of working mothers (Palmer 2011). During
the era of post-war ‘policy neglect’ (Cameron and Moss 2020, 3), debates about how best to cater for
this age group eventually swung in favour of nursery classes in schools, but existing nursery schools
remained open, and continue to operate into the twenty-first century (Palmer 2016). As with early
years policy in general, policy on nursery schools has historically been ‘patchy with little overall plan-
ning’ (West and Noden 2016, 1).

At present, nursery schools are in decline: a third have closed since 1980 and just 389 remain open
in 2020 (EE 2020). In 2015 Early Education (the British Association for Early Years Education – EE)
argued ‘many face continual uncertainty as to their future’ (EE 2015, 1). Now, in the 2020s, they
face ‘severe strains on their budgets and an uncertain future’ (EE 2020, 1). Nursery schools
provide 4% of the free provision for 3/4-year-olds in England (DfE 2018b), but they support
higher than average proportions of children with additional needs (EE 2015, 2020). Nearly two-
thirds of nursery schools are located in the 30% most deprived areas (EE 2020). Almost all nursery
schools receive additional funding through the Early Years Pupil Premium (EYPP) which is allocated
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per qualifying pupil, as well as providing for many pupils who are not eligible but come from disad-
vantaged families. The EYPP is not funded at the same rate as the school Pupil Premium, however,
with nursery schools receiving £302 per child compared to £1345 per child in schools (EE 2020; DfE
2015).

Some nursery schools operate in conjunction with Children’s Centres or have links with other
schools and early years providers, such as networked childminders. The decline of the Children’s
Centre programme, which brought together a range of health, education and social services
under one roof, has also had a negative impact on nursery schools. They are often a key part of a
community, providing additional services for parents alongside their educational function
(Hoskins, Bradbury, and Fogarty 2020a). In times of austerity, nursery schools have become a ‘front-
line service’, and in the era of the COVID-19 crisis, nursery schools continue to have an important role
for their local communities (Hoskins, Bradbury, and Fogarty 2020b). Indeed, their importance was
indicated by government commitment to funding nursery schools in June 2020 (DfE 2020).

In terms of Ofsted inspection judgements, nursery schools are the highest rated part of the early
years sector (Ofsted 2018). They employ qualified teachers as well as nursery nurses and other early
years practitioners, and are led by a headteacher, in contrast to other settings for this age group
(Gambaro, Stewart, and Waldfogel 2015; Lloyd 2018). Policy relating to staff qualifications in early
years was a particular point of contention during the 2010s. The Nutbrown Review (2012) rec-
ommended increasing the required qualification levels but the e proposals were rejected. This
was one of the ‘missed opportunities’ of the era, demonstrative of a lack of coherent strategy
(Moss 2014a; see also Roberts-Holmes 2013). The 2013 policy document More Great Childcare
included proposals to reduce the required ratio of staff to children, which proved highly controver-
sial within the sector (Morton, 2013 cited in Lloyd 2015) and were subsequently abandoned. As
Cameron describes, New Labour’s efforts to increase the qualification profile in early years ‘‘were
removed by the Coalition government’ (2020, 69–70). In the latter half of the decade, the early
years workforce remained ‘split and devalued’ (Cameron 2020, 72); split between the higher-paid
qualified teachers and other practitioners, and devalued in terms of pay and low status. This issue
of staff qualification is important as research studies have demonstrated multiple ways in which
highly qualified staff are better placed to improve outcomes for children, especially those from dis-
advantaged backgrounds (DfE 2017b; Hillman and Williams 2015).

The higher level of qualifications of staff in nursery schools means that they are also more expens-
ive per pupil than other early years providers. Funding was the main reason for closures through the
2010s. A 2014 survey of nursery schools found that 74% of respondents were concerned about the
future viability of nursery schools, particularly because of the unpredictability of funding (EE 2015).

In this regard, the provision of ‘free hours’ for parents who are working and earning a certain
wage, funded by the state, has been a problematic policy. Three- and four-year-olds in England
for 15 hours per week in term time, or 30 hours if both parents work and earn above a threshold
but below £100,000 per annum. In addition, two-year-olds who are classified as disadvantaged
receive 15 hours per week, and some nursery schools also provide for these children (sometimes
referred to as ‘Terrific Twos’ or the two-year-old room). The funding per hour is set at a rate
where settings have had to ask parents to fund food, milk, nappies and other resources, in order
to continue to function (Richardson 2013). Where they include provision for disadvantaged two-
year-olds, nursery schools make a loss (EE 2015). The hourly rate paid for ‘free hours’ is the same
for nursery schools as other providers, despite their higher running costs (EE 2020).

Since the introduction of the Early Years National Funding Formula (EYNFF) in 2017, nursery
schools have received additional funding in recognition of their work in deprived areas and
additional costs. This supplementary funding replaced the money which nursery schools previously
received, which had been removed in the EYNFF. However, the supplementary funding for nursery
schools was not a permanent solution, leaving headteachers with great uncertainty over future
budgets, and unable to plan (EE 2020). More recently, the complex pressures caused by the
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COVID-19 crisis have further endangered the financial stability of nursery schools (Gibbons 2020),
leading to the statement of additional funding from government.

Although nursery schools are widely regarded as providing a highly valued service, albeit in small
numbers, leading to them being described as a ‘jewel in the crown’ (Powell 2019) of early years, there
is little research on the experiences of staff working in nursery schools. This paper addresses this gap
by exploring the views and experiences of staff in nursery schools, and exploring further their
relation to policy as policy actors and the importance of social justice within their work.

The politics of early years

In England and internationally, policy relating to early years education and care has been driven by
three main policy rationales (Lloyd and Penn 2014): children’s development and educational out-
comes; facilitating parental employment; and a social justice aim of reducing the impact of disadvan-
tage. Lloyd (2015) argues the commitment to these three rationales ‘fluctuated’ during the period
2010–2015, and we would argue this incoherence throughout the 2010s contributed to the
hostile policy terrain we see in our data.

Nursery schools are affected by various policies related to education, childcare, and staff qualifi-
cations, as well as wider social policy on housing and state benefits, as discussed in relation to our
research data below. Government rhetoric on early years education has repeatedly emphasised the
importance of provision for both children’s development and later educational outcomes, and
parents’ ability to work (DfE 2013). However, Lloyd describes the first half of the 2010s as an era
when ‘Young children’s rights and interests appear to have been subjugated to the perceived inter-
est of the economy and the government’s deficit-reduction strategies’ (2015, 152–153). This does not
appear to have changed in the latter half of the decade, as economic imperatives have been priori-
tised, for example in the provision of 30 hours only for working parents.

Ideologically, state provision for three- and four-year-olds (as in nursery schools) is justified by
human capital theory within the neoliberal policy context of the UK. Human capital theory aims
to improve the productivity of the populace and make the most of the capital of each citizen (Camp-
bell-Barr and Nygård 2014). As Moss writes, ‘A simple equation beckons and beguiles: ‘early interven-
tion’+‘quality’=increased ‘human capital’+national success (or at least survival) in a cut-throat global
economy’ (2014b, 3). In England, providing ‘free hours’ for parents is guided by the principle of allow-
ing parents (mainly women) to work, as much as aiding the development of children (Lee 2019).

These neoliberal perspectives are also apparent in the mixed state and private form of the early
years sector, where parents can choose to send their child to a private nursery, a nursery class in a
state primary school, or a state nursery school. Competition between providers is intended to drive
up standards, and providers are given Ofsted ratings, like schools, to help parents choose. Studies
have explored how choices are limited, however, by locality, hours of opening, cost, and admissions
criteria (Chen and Bradbury 2020; Vincent, Braun, and Ball 2010).

Theoretical perspectives

This paper draws on perspectives from policy sociology to understand how policy affects nursery
schools and their staff. Although we are focused on the context of practice within the policy cycle
(Gewirtz, Ball, and Bowe 1995), the underlying ideas about what early years provision is for and rep-
resents, which are drawn from policy texts and rhetoric, are also a focus. We are interested in the
influence of these ideas from policy on practices, as well as the enactment of policies (Ball,
Maguire, and Braun 2012) such as the effects of the 15/30 free hours in real-life settings. By enact-
ment we mean how staff understand, interpret, implement and, at times, reject policy in their
setting, as policy actors (Ball et al. 2011). Like teachers in primary or secondary schools, teachers
and leaders in nursery schools enact policy in ways which are affected by context. It is thus important
that each of the nursery schools where we conducted research operate in areas of disadvantage (in
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common with many nursery schools). However, as we discuss in the section below, they each have
their own particular contexts which affect how policy is enacted.

We conceptualise the nursery school teachers we interviews as policy actors, following the schema
set out by Ball et al., which describes the position of teachers in relation to policy as: narrators, entre-
preneurs, outsiders, transactors, enthusiasts, translators, critics and receivers (Ball et al. 2011, 626). In
particular, and recognising the very different contexts of nursery schools from secondary schools,
we explore how the teachers in our data operate as narrators (though not happily so), and as
critics and receivers, accepting policy begrudgingly. Narrators’ policy work is ‘Interpretation, selection
and enforcement of meanings, mainly done by headteachers and the SLT’; critics are involved in the
maintenance of counter-discourses, but receivers are more vulnerable, with their policy work distin-
guished by ‘coping, defending and dependency’ (626). Our respondents, as in Ball et al.’s work, move
between these subject positions. The analysis here is guided by the idea that policy is a process,
which is ongoing: nursery school staff experience the direct or indirect impact of the continued
influence of various policies, and as a result they take on multiple positions as policy actors.

The research study

Data were collected through in-depth interviews with 17 participants at four nursery schools (see
Table 1). The four schools were selected due to their location in areas of disadvantage, and variation
in terms of local area. A further selection criterion was that they were graded by the Ofsted inspec-
tion service as ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ in their most recent inspection. In each setting, we interviewed
a range of staff, from headteacher to classroom teacher, in order to explore a range of perspectives.
The four settings were:

. Buttercups Nursery School – located in a leafy county just outside of London. There is a very mixed
intake of middle-class and working-class children and a broad spectrum of EAL and SEND needs
within the cohort.

. Daffodil Nursery School – located in a London borough which has traditionally been home to
working-class communities but is undergoing gentrification. The children who attend Daffodil
come from both this newer middle-class community and the local authority housing that sur-
rounds the school.

. Hillside Nursery School – located in a leafy county outside London. The intake consists of mainly
working-class children with a range of additional needs, often including EAL, along with some
middle-class families too.

Table 1. List of participants.

Pseudonym Nursery school Job title

Betty Buttercups Class teacher
Kim Buttercups Nursery nurse
Naomi Buttercups Class teacher
Samantha Buttercups Co-head teacher
Sasha Buttercups Class teacher, Pupil Premium Co-ordinator
Victoria Buttercups Assistant head teacher
Karen Daffodil Deputy head teacher
Linda Daffodil Head teacher
Nadia Daffodil Class teacher
Fran Hillside Class teacher
Andrew The Meadows Class teacher
Gail The Meadows Class teacher
James The Meadows Head teacher
Mary The Meadows Class teacher
Sara The Meadows Class teacher
Tara The Meadows Head of Children’s Centre
Yvette The Meadows Class teacher
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. The Meadows Nursery School – located in an urban area that suffers from high levels of depri-
vation. There are real problems with overcrowded housing and most of the children attending
the school experience this and other challenges associated with socioeconomic deprivation.

At each site we interviewed a member of the leadership team (headteacher, assistant head,
deputy head) and class teachers, except at Hillside where we were only able to interview one
class teacher. Variations in the size of the school and availability meant we interviewed fewer staff
at Daffodils and Hillside.

Interviews were conducted by members of the research team, who adhered to an agreed set of
procedures and parameters and a research code of practice, which ensured the quality of data col-
lected. We used a standard schedule focused on participants’ experiences, perceptions and under-
standings of the role of the nursery schools in the local community. We asked about the nursery
school’s activities in relation to disadvantaged children, responses to policy change, and their
views of themselves as agents of social justice. Participants’ responses were detailed and lengthy,
providing rich data from a variety of viewpoints, but with clear commonalities between the respon-
dents and across the schools.

The interviews were digitally recorded and professionally transcribed. Analysis was conducted
using NVivo software using a coding system designed by the team, and discussed collectively.
The theoretical framing of policy enactment discussed above informed the analysis of the data dis-
cussed here. Codes were drawn from the research questions but also arose out of detailed analysis of
the research data, leading to key areas of focus which are detailed here and in other publications
(Hoskins, Bradbury, and Fogarty 2021).

The research was conducted within the ethical protocols set out by the British Education Research
Association (BERA) (2018) and Brunel University London, and ethical approval was obtained before
any data were collected.

Findings

Our findings are organised first around three key policy areas which demonstrate the difficulties pre-
sented by policy for these teachers, and the complexity of their relationships to policy. We begin with
discussion of the budgetary pressures and resultant uncertainty for nursery schools, followed by the
tensions identified when enacting the related 15–30 free hours policy and the broader issue of staff
qualifications. We then move onto a second section on the wider social policies that affect the com-
munities that nursery schools serve, particularly the impact of austerity policies on levels of social
deprivation. A final third section then considers the agency of these teachers as policy actors as
they enact policy, looking at their continued belief in nursery schools as uniquely high-quality
early years provision, and their methods of continuing their social justice missions despite the
hostile policy terrain they work within.

Hostile education policies

Budgets
Nursery school staff told us that policy had both reduced budgets and made their financial situation
in future less uncertain. Nursery school headteachers are responsible for their own budgets, but face
additional pressures to primary schools as they do not benefit from economies of scale (EE 2020). As
mentioned, at the time of the interviews the supplementary funding for nursery schools to compen-
sate for their lower funding under the EYNFF was not guaranteed for the future. These financial con-
siderations were having an impact on the nursery schools in several areas. Respondents mentioned
reduced spending of resources and staff most prominently, as well as the ability to act as an early
years hub, supporting other providers:
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I think it’s a fantastic aim [to reduce disadvantage] but it needs to be funded properly. (Linda)

… you know it’s very difficult then to outreach and support the other early years settings in the borough, when
you’re sort of being sort of stripped back as a setting yourself. (Victoria)

You know things like nurture groups and things like that that we can run here are great for families who are
perhaps disadvantaged and we really can help them see how they can support at home. But that takes
members of staff and that takes training and that takes financial backing and things, so if there’s the
financial backing for that, then absolutely we can do that, so money is often an issue for staffing. (Naomi)

We see in the quotes above here how staff work as policy narrators, where ‘narratives are both retro-
spective and prospective and work to “hold things together” and “move things on” and construct
historical continuities or dramatic breaks with the past’ (Ball et al. 2011, 627). Victoria’s further
comment that ‘we’re finding resources tighter, money to spend on high quality staff is being
reduced’ suggests a narrative of declining conditions, which was also echoed in other interviews.

For respondents at all levels, the lack of certainty about future budgets was a particular worry in
terms of staffing and training, and potential closure:

If they’re going to going scale down the money they’re putting into nursery schools, then it will be less and less,
because you’ll have less teachers, you’ll have less courses that people can afford to be put on and things like that
(Betty)

You know we might take on our last cohort of children in September because funding for nursery schools is only
guaranteed till August 2020, and the schools in [LA] are facing really big reductions in their funding (James)

The narrative of decline noted earlier is apparent here, as James talks about potential closure, and
Betty discusses having fewer teachers. At times these teachers are critics, challenging reduced
budgets and the impact on children, with their concerns intertwined with the narration of a particu-
lar story of policy neglect.

As explained, this concern over budgets has been alleviated to some extent since 2019, as during
the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic the UK government confirmed supplementary funding to provide cer-
tainty for the sector (DfE 2020). However, as this will simply maintain funding at the levels discussed
above, without additional resources, campaigners continue to call for further funding to make their
long-term future secure (Dromey, Villiers, and Brine 2020).

The 15/30 hours policy
As explained, the UK government funding of free hours means that there are children attending
nursery schools part time for 15 hours (two-year-olds and some three- and four-year-olds with
non-working parents) and full time for 30 hours (three- and four-year-olds with working parents).
This policy, which built on free hours policies established during the Labour governments of the
2000s, is popular with parents (Chen and Bradbury 2020; Paull and LaValle 2018). However, since
the expansion to 30 hours, there have been a number of problems for all early years providers,
including nursery schools. One concern raised in research has been the potential for the policy to
result in widening inequalities, given variations in take-up by different social groups (Campbell,
Gambaro, and Stewart 2018; Stewart and Waldfogel 2017). The ‘free hours’ system is an example
of ‘policy incoherence’, argue Lewis and West, because disadvantaged children are less likely to
‘experience the social mixing that has been shown to result in better outcomes’ and also ‘more
often experience the poorer quality provision offered by PVI providers’ (2017, 343).

Our respondents identified several elements of the policy which were problematic for nursery
schools, including that it is ‘very difficult to manage’ because of uncertainty over numbers of children
(Linda) and that ‘even if they’re eligible for a thirty hour place, they [families] don’t find it easy to
access it’ (James). The 15–30 hours policy has implications for how nursery schools operate in
terms of staffing, groupings and admissions: school leaders have to make decisions about how to
provide the free hours and there are implications for parental engagement and the stability of
funding, as numbers are calculated on a termly rather than yearly basis. As policy actors, they are
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forced to make difficult choices about when and how to provide the ‘free hours’, and who to prior-
itise if they are oversubscribed. They have little control over the details of the policy such as the eli-
gibility criteria, but are responsible nonetheless for the enactment of this complex policy in their
nursery school. As policy actors here they appear far more as receivers, who feel powerless in the
face of policy.

The participants’ narratives in relation to the 15–30 hours policy were not all negative, however.
Staff welcomed the provision of free hours as enabling many children to attend the nursery school,
and as seen above, were enthusiastic about the benefits of specialist early years provision for disad-
vantaged and vulnerable children:

Deprivation is quite high in many ways, so you know the majority of our children you know are from a deprived
area. Obviously they are funded so they are our most vulnerable children, so it’s really important that we encou-
rage and support them into good quality nursery settings and settings. […] We only have a limited space for
those, all these vulnerable children that are eligible for these funded fifteen hours, so part of my role is to
ensure that the parents are aware of that and that we can support them into accessing other quality provisions
(Tara)

This advocacy for the policy sits alongside some of the practical considerations above. Nursery
schools’ previous positions as a free state-funded providers means that ‘free hours’ have added to
the complication of finances and organisational issues. The 15/30 free hours policy has resulted in
different patterns of attendance, which are not necessarily useful for the child. One issue raised
was that children struggle if they only attend afternoon sessions, because they only qualify for 15
hours: Sasha explained ‘they’re [parents are] trying to get lunch down them to get them here for
half past twelve, and it’s becoming more and more of a stress’. As suggested in wider research on
the policy, there are unintended consequences for children who are not eligible for 30 hours
groups (Campbell, Gambaro, and Stewart 2018; Stewart and Waldfogel 2017).

The lack of flexibility created by the 15/30 free hours policy was also criticised by nursery schools
which had previously been able to provide additional hours, funded by the local authority (LA) to
children from disadvantaged families:

This thirty hour code thing, you know we… obviously we’ve got the fifteen hours and then the local authority
would then give us the budget, you could use then at your discretion, you know if you had a child who you
thought would benefit from free time. So what we used to do is get all our children part-time, fifteen hours
and then work out how many full-time spaces we could offer and offer them out. Whereas now it’s very strictly
you’re either thirty hours or you’re not, which is not the way we like to work (Karen)

At Daffodil nursery school, staff preferred to adapt their provision to children’s needs, rather than be
driven by the 30 hours policy. Under the previous system, children who were only entitled to 15
hours (for example, because one parent was not in work) could be allowed to still attend for 30
hours a week because the LA provided additional funding to be used at the headteacher’s discretion.
Karen’s concern was echoed by her colleague Nadia, who argued:

… the funding for those families is very important because we do, I do see that side, and there is always like, I
wish I could do more. (Nadia)

These teachers are enacting policy while maintaining their commitment to the previous system,
which was regarded as fairer. The current system, ‘is not the way we like to work’, because it is inflex-
ible in terms of eligibility. In this case, and in other nursery schools in our study, the funding of free
hours was welcomed in principle as an investment in early years, but the operation of the policy in
reality was problematic and limiting. Underlying some of this frustration was a feeling that there was
little consultation with the sector on how the policy should work: as Karen summed up, ‘I think the
more money they can give us the better, but I think they need to listen to us to know where the
money needs to go’. There was a sense in this case that policy was something done to the
nursery schools – that they were policy receivers – rather than something they were able to
influence or adapt.
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Staff qualifications and retention
Children attending nursery schools are taught by teachers with qualified teacher status or early years
qualified teacher status, with support from other practitioners trained to Level 3.3 Private nurseries,
in contrast, rarely employ a qualified graduate teacher. For our participants, this was a key feature of
nursery school which was to be protected and valued:

Because we’re a school, by statute we have to have qualified teachers in the organisation, we have a different
Ofsted than private providers […] we have to have more funding, at the moment. But those qualified teachers
do just raise the provision really, they come with that whole early child development (Samantha)

I still think it’s very likely that that [research] finding, that Level 3 practitioners work better when they’re in a team
that’s led by a teacher, I think that’s likely still to be true. So we see that the performance of a lot of our Level 3
early years educators is really exceptional and I think that’s because they’ve got the constant guidance and
coaching and support from their team leader (James)

We can’t reduce disadvantage until we have the appropriate staff in place, in regards to our children’s learning
and development. […] I feel our children will always be at a disadvantage if we don’t have an underpinning
foundation of those practitioners to support those children and those families, and that’s not going to
happen unless we get them properly trained, properly qualified, properly recognised for what we can do. (Tara)

As Tara suggests in this quotation, the value of employing qualified staff in early years has not always
been recognised or adequately funded. As mentioned, the Nutbrown review was not implemented,
and there continue to be debates over the qualifications required to teacher young children (DfE
2017a). Part of the ambiguity in policy over necessary qualifications arises from the traditional low
status perception of early years teachers in the United Kingdom; as Sara commented, ‘It’s not
really valued’. These perceptions arise from the young age of the children and the largely female
workforce (Hargreaves and Hopper 2006). In this context, it was seen as important that policy recog-
nised the value of highly trained early years staff:

[It’s important] to have qualifications in place, so that we have quality staff doing this job, and it’s not just seen
as, “Oh anybody could just get in there and just sort of pass the time looking after children and just running
round after children”. But to sort of value it as a profession in itself, that it is really important and people
need to be skilled in this and know what they’re doing to be able to support children in their earliest years. (Sara)

Sara’s view here is supported by research which suggests that qualifications do make a difference to
children outcomes; ‘the competences of the workforce are one of the more salient predictors of ECEC
quality’ (Urban et al. 2011, 27). It was clear that the changing discourses around qualifications in early
years present in policy had an impact on these nursery schools, leaving them in a position where
they felt they needed to fight for recognition of the value of qualified staff, and the funding to
employ them. Again, this was an example of feeling subject to policy, rather than able to translate
it as appropriate to the context.

A further difficult element of the policy environment in terms of staffing related to the problems
of retaining staff. In the London nursery school, there were concerns about the high cost of housing
and how this had an impact on staff retention:

We, as I say, we’re lucky, we’ve got a lot of local staff, but I think if you are trying to attract people into London,
wages are a major concern because the housing is so expensive, not buying a house, renting is so expensive, so
… I think this is where a lot of schools have difficulty because you do it for so long, you put a lot of effort into
those staff and then they have to leave (Linda)

These wider issues, which we discuss further in the final section of analysis, reflect broader issues in
teacher retention (DfE 2018a) and social policy. Losing highly trained staff was seen as a problem at
Buttercups nursery school, where Betty had recently qualified but would no longer be employed,
because ‘funding doesn’t allow for them to keep me’, meaning that her specialist early years skills,
built up during her training and her induction year at the nursery school are lost. Again, funding was
key to retaining the highly skilled staff needed at a nursery school: as Victoria summed up, ‘constantly
you know we’re finding resources tighter, money to spend on high quality staff is being reduced’.
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The wider context of austerity

As well as being affected by education policy, nursery school staff also experience the impact of wider
social and fiscal policies. The Conservative-led governments of the 2010s were dominated by policies of
austerity, designed to reduce government spending after the high spending of the New Labour years
and the financial crash of 2008. Austerity policies included changes to the benefit systemwhich resulted
in ‘alarming’ reductions in income for families, which, it was warned ‘will damage the life chances of
hundreds of thousands of children growing up under austerity’ (Tucker 2017, 5). Funding for local auth-
orities was also reduced, meaning a reduction in staff and services for schools; there was a ‘disconnect
between early years and other social welfare policy’ under the Coalition government (Lloyd 2015, 144).
The impact of these policies was being felt at the nursery schools in our study. For example, at Daffodil
Nursery School, Linda explained that ‘at one point we had a speech and language therapist who was
available to come into nursery every half-term and support us [but] that service is no longer available’.
The more dramatic impact, however, was on the social circumstances of the families who attend the
nursery school. Some examples of the kind of issues raised were:

There is high levels of poverty, there is overcrowding, you now housing is a massive issue for the children here [..]
On the home visits that I go to, there are families, huge families, you know, four, five children in one room, and
that has a big impact on the children. (Mary)

Their child’s education or their child’s learning might be the last thing that they’re worried about, they might
have other issues like housing and all the other…mental health […]

The issues raised here relating to poverty and overcrowding reflect the wider findings of research on
the social impact of austerity policies on children (Lyndon 2019; Ridge 2013). The problems faced by the
families who use these nursery schools produce extra work for staff, who have become a ‘frontline
service’, catering for multiple social needs as well as providing education (Authors 2020). In this way,
wider social policy has an impact on nursery schools, adding further to an already difficult policy environ-
ment. As policy actors, they are again receivers, subject to the effects of social policy (and are of course
also subject to it themselves outside of work), which creates more work as a greater burden of support
for local families falls on them. The closure of Children’s Centres can be seen as a further factor in this
increased need to provide support. In this case, nursery schools are not responsible for enacting the pol-
icies of austerity, but their working lives are affected by them; the narrative is one of concern and anxiety.

Nursery school teachers’ agency

Nursery schools as high-quality provision
In this section, we wish to emphasise how nursery school teachers are agentic in their reactions to
policy, as well as being subject to the difficult pressures discussed above. They are not simply victims
of policy, fearful about the future, but are able instead to maintain a sense of professional pride in the
quality of their provision. This was, we suggest, perhaps linked to their status as specialist early years
teachers and leaders, as they had the professional confidence to question the impact of policy. This
was evident in descriptions of the unique nature of nursery schools as specialist early years providers:

The opportunities the children get at nursery school sort of exceeds possibly what they’d get in another pro-
vision. […] We’re fortunate to have, we’re rich in resources and rich in expertise, so our staff really understand
child development, they know those building blocks and where those next steps are for those children…we
sort of have it, we have it on tap, it’s here within the building, so therefore parents can access that. (Samantha)

You know they’ve access, as I say to such fabulous resources, not just… the actual physical resources but the
staff, you know that we are all you know trained to, you know whether they be teachers or highly qualified
early years professionals. (Sasha)

Our participants were passionate about the benefits of their provision, and the learning that
resulted from having additional early years specific resources and highly trained staff. As Tara
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said, ‘You’ve seen those resources and those wonderful activities that we can provide, see howmuch
those children learn’. This story of nursery schools as high-quality providers is reinforced by research
evidence (Gambaro, Stewart, and Waldfogel 2014, 2015). Frequently nursery schools are the only
early years provision in an area which disadvantaged families are able to access, making them
even more vital. As Betty explained: ‘without nursery schools, those children won’t go anywhere’.

This belief in the power of nursery schools to help disadvantaged children was complemented by
positive comments about the value of working in a nursery school environment from some
participants:

it’s just something that’s so, I think instilled throughout the whole of the organisation, that sometimes, yeah, we
just take it for granted that it is the case but… There’s a high level of… of input from the top down and regular
meetings, regular briefings, coming together on at least a three times a week basis, team planning, rotation of
people as well, so everyone gets to bounce ideas off each other. Any ideas that are put forward as well are always
listened to and always accepted, (Andrew)

we all want the same for the children, we all want them to develop and do their best and you know us to do the
best for them and let them you know to have these opportunities and experiences. And you can see as you’re
walking round the nursery, like all the staffmembers, they’re passionate and they’re happy to be here. You won’t
see anyone that’s not in the zone here, if you know what I mean? (Gail)

These comments – which incidentally suggest that retaining teachers (where budgets allow) is also
an issue of school ethos and climate – show that a shared sense of worth as early years professionals
is maintained, despite the negative impacts of policy enactment. These teachers do not see their
funding problems as an indication that they are not effective or not doing the best for the children.
It seems they are able to resist these implications due to their professional pride in their work,
instead of focusing on a narrative of a shared passion and ethos.

Maintaining a social justice mission
Although there were many mentions of the additional pressures on nursery schools and reductions
in what they were able to provide, there was also evidence in our data of the continued efforts of
nursery school staff to combat the effects of poverty and poor housing. For example, James
explained that their outdoor areas allowed children ‘to run and to climb and to get all of those
experiences that they might struggle to get otherwise’; the nursery school finds a way to provide
opportunities for physical activity.

Often this commitment to alleviating poverty was justified on moral grounds, as in Samantha’s
comment here about giving away uniform and resources:

And if we give uniform away, that’s absolutely the right thing to do, and we make play dough and we send that
play dough home or we’ll give resources and it goes… that sort of ‘child first’moment really, so it kind of always
goes back to what’s right for that child. (Samantha)

This focus on the child is indicative of the power of an early years ethos where each child is unique
and valued as an individual. For Betty, it was important that the additional provision for children who
received the EYPP, such as free lunches, did not single out particular children: ‘It gives them the
chance to feel equal, to not have that stigma attached to them… You know our children here
wouldn’t know that they’re pupil premium’.

James described this attitude towards their communities as ‘the best tradition of the nursery
school movement’, where staff ‘see the richness and the potential of the children, as well as
being honest about the kind of challenges and the difficulties they face’. Andrew explained ‘It’s
about always keeping the child at the centre, front and centre of everything that we do’. These
efforts extended beyond the child to the entire families, as Mary noted: ‘to really make sure that
the children aren’t disadvantaged and left behind, you know, that we’re doing everything that we
can to support families really, it’s supporting the families that is the thing, not just the children’.

It is significant that, despite the hostile policy environment described above, the nursery school
staff we spoke to were still committed to reducing the impact of disadvantage and took
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opportunities to do so whenever possible. Their social justice mission continued despite, rather than
due to, government policy. As policy actors they maintained a great deal of agency, railing against a
system which presented many challenges. They also displayed a great deal of positivity and passion
for their nursery schools, despite their fears of a longer-term decline in the sector.

Conclusion

The history of nursery schools in England reveals the continued importance of policy on the survival
of these unique schools; they have always been subject to the ups and downs of policy, as James
explained in relation to The Meadows:

It opened during that period in the seventies when there was that big expansion of nursery education for urban
priority areas. […] The nursery school got a significant amount of funding as one of the third wave of SureStart4

Children’s Centres, so the old nursery school was knocked down and the bigger premises we’re in at the moment
were built then with an integrated Children’s Centre and an expanded nursery school. So in the 2000s this place
benefited from a kind of really significant investment from both the local authority and national government
through the SureStart local programme. (James)

The halcyon days of nursery school expansion in the 70s and the SureStart programme in the 2000s
are in marked contrast to the hostile environment for nursery school in the 2010s. Within a neoliberal
early childhood education sector, there is currently real concern over the future of nursery schools, as
suggested by publications from the UK parliament’s All-Party Parliamentary Advisory Group (APPG)
on Nursery Schools (Dromey, Villiers, and Brine 2020).

Government policy in relation to the pre-school sector has been counter-productive, damaging
the very settings which cater for children from disadvantaged backgrounds and have been shown
to be high-quality (EE 2020). As we have seen, staff see policies relating to funding, the15/30 free
hours, qualifications and retention as having all made the continued existence of nursery schools
a struggle. In addition, there is increasing social need due to austerity policies. This situation will
be exacerbated by the stresses caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, as there is higher unemploy-
ment, and rates of illness and mortality from the virus are greater in poorer communities; the
combination of factors has been described as a ‘perfect storm’ (Gibbons 2020). These findings
suggest that nursery schools need support and funding to allow them to expand and have an
impact on more children, not fewer: as one respondent put it, ‘my only sadness is that we’re
not there for every single child’ (Victoria). If nursery schools shut, it is likely that many children
from disadvantaged families will not attend any early years provision at all, so the take-up of
the 15/30 free hours will be reduced. As well as the loss of the specialised skills of nursery
school staff and the additional services provided at nursery school, this will ultimately have an
impact on the most vulnerable children.

In this paper we have examined how, as policy actors, nursery school staff enact policy in complex
ways, adapting to suit the needs of their local communities, for example in how they structure
attendance. This enactment is made difficult, however, by policy which reduces funding or sets
rules about eligibility for ‘free hours’ which do not fit with their needs, and they are frequently fru-
strated by the inadequacies of policy in relation to nursery schools, and positioned as receivers of
policy. At the same time they are concerned about the impact of broader policies on the home
lives and welfare of the children they teach. The schema of policy actors developed in research in
secondary schools (Ball et al. 2011) is useful here in highlighting how these teachers move
between positions of narrator, critic and receiver of policy, though we have also shown that the
context of early years is very different.

However, we also wish to emphasise that these teachers are not merely subject to policy, but
active agents in their enactment of policy: they maintain a strong belief in the unique quality of a
nursery school education and continue to do all they can to support children and families from dis-
advantaged backgrounds. Unlike teachers in primary schools, they are faced with an existential
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threat in the form of potential closure, but interestingly their response appears to be a greater
passion for their work: as one respondent commented, ‘You need maintained nurseries, because
what will happen to all those children?!’ (Mary). This exploration of the views of nursery school
staff further develops our understanding of the complexities of enacting policy in early years, pro-
viding an example of policy actors operating in a hostile environment, and how this inter-relates
with feelings of professionalism and a commitment to social justice.

Notes

1. The term ‘hostile environment’ was used to describe the UK Home Office’s attempts to make the UK somewhere
unwelcoming and difficult for migrants in the 2010s – though it has older military and legal usages. It has since
been used to describe situations where multiple pressures make continued existence or success of a group or
organisation difficult.

2. The term ‘disadvantaged’ is used here –with an awareness of the problems of labelling children – in line with the
UK government definition, which is: children whose parents receive certain state benefits, children in local auth-
ority care, and children with special educational needs and disabilities (DfE 2017b).

3. Level 3 training refers to a level beyond compulsory education in England, often taken by young people aged
17–19, but preceding Level 4 which equates to the first year at university.

4. Sure Start was a programme set up by the Labour government from 1999 designed to alleviate child poverty by
providing integrated health, social and educations services. By 2010, there were over 3000 Sure Start Centres in
areas with high levels of poverty affecting children under four (Belsky, Melhuish, and Barnes 2007).
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