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The Rise and Fall of the  

Early Childhood Education and Care Entrepreneur 

 

Abstract: 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) in England is characterised by a 

mixed economy of providers. The maintained, private, voluntary and 

independent sectors are all involved in the provision of ECEC services. Other 

countries have also opted for this mixed market model for delivering ECEC, 

such as The Netherlands (Lloyd and Penn, 2010), Hong Kong (Ho et al, 2010) 

and Canada (Cleveland et al., 2007). In the last 15 years, the policy influence 

(perhaps even interference) in this mixed market in England has shifted from 

disinterest to a system of „managing the market‟. Whilst officially managing the 

market has been about ensuring sufficient places (National Archives, 2006), 

policy developments have also sought to try and mould the character of the 

mixed economy of providers in favour of private, professional, entrepreneurs. 

The favouring of the ECEC entrepreneur was largely a response to the 

sustainability issues found in the sector. However, the focus on 

entrepreneurialism has sat awkwardly within ECEC due to what has been 

referred to as emotional professionalism (Osgood, 2010). The caring ethos of 

the sector has been found to be in tension with more entrepreneurial 

approaches to ECEC, there are questions around the commoditification of 

children (Campbell-Barr, 2009) and there are also issues relating to the 

gendered (feminine) nature of the sector (Osgood, 2010). Consequently ECEC 

providers find themselves negotiating between a series of discourses: emotional 

professionalism (a caring ethos), entrepreneurialism, managerialism and the 

romantic child discourse, all of which interplay with the feminine nature of the 

sector. Further, the discourses that were created to address the sustainability of 

ECEC providers have not succeeded. The change in Government in May 2010 

has provided some evidence that the discursive truths of ECEC may become to 

be less about entreprenerialism. Therefore, what does the future of ECEC look 

like and how will providers be involved in shaping the discourses of ECEC? 
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Introduction 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) in England is characterised by a mixed economy of 

providers. The maintained, private, voluntary and independent sectors are all involved in the 

provision of ECEC services. Other services in the England have also opted for this mixed market 

approach in the delivery of services, for example elder care (Powell, 2007). Further, other 

countries have also opted for this mixed market model for delivering ECEC, such as The 

Netherlands (Lloyd and Penn, 2010), Hong Kong (Ho et al., 2010), Canada (Cleveland et al., 

2007) Australia (Penn, 2007), Ireland and the United States (OECD, 2006). In the last 15 years, 

the policy influence (perhaps even interference) in this mixed market in England has shifted 

from disinterest to a system of ‘managing the market’. The managing of the market takes place 

at two levels. Firstly, at a Local Authority level, there is a statutory requirement for Local 

Authorities to manage the ECEC market to ensure sufficient ECEC provision for parents who 

want it, as set out in the Childcare Act 2006 (National Archives, 2006). Secondly, ECEC policy at 

the national level in the last 15 years has sought to shape and mould the character of the 

mixed economy of providers in favour of private, professional, entrepreneurs. It is this second 

area of market management that I wish to focus on.  

 

In this paper I look to present evidence for the push towards the private, professional and 

entrepreneurial ECEC provider as put forward as policy makers in England, relating this focus 

to developments in ECEC policy globally. The focus on entrepreneurialism in policy is primarily 

justified on the grounds of securing sufficient childcare provision. Part of this sufficiency is the 

need to ensure that ECEC provision is sustainable. However, despite the focus on 

sustainability, ECEC still experiences economic difficulties, such as a mismatch between supply 

and demand, low occupancy rates and providers who are resistant to the focus on 

entrepreneurialism. Here I argue that this is because entrepreneurial, managerial and 

professional discourses in the provision of ECEC have sat awkwardly within ECEC due to what 
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has been referred to as emotional professionalism (Osgood, 2010). The caring ethos of the 

sector has been found to be in tension with more entrepreneurial approaches to ECEC, there 

are questions around the commoditification of children (Campbell-Barr, 2009) and there are 

also issues relating to the gendered (feminine) nature of the sector (Osgood, 2010). 

Consequently ECEC providers find themselves negotiating between a series of discourses: the 

emotional professionalism discourse (a caring ethos), the entrepreneurial discourse, the 

managerialist discourse and the romantic child discourse, all of which interplay with the 

feminine nature of the sector. Given the difficulties that ECEC providers have faced, I look to 

the future of ECEC provision and how the new political era that England finds itself in1 could 

provide opportunities for reconsidering the discursive framework that shapes ECEC policy. 

 

The paper begins by considering the use of discourses for analysing social policy before going 

on to consider what is meant by ECEC. From here, I go onto consider policy developments in 

ECEC in England in relation to the growing international interest in ECEC. This provides the 

basis on which to analyse the discursive truths that policy has sought to develop and how 

these are not always in harmony with the constructs of children, childhood and caring that 

pre-date these developments. The conclusion draws on international approaches to ECEC, 

particularly from Europe, to help the discussion on the future of ECEC in England.  

 

Discourse 

Discourses present ways of thinking and talking about institutions and/or practices. Discourses 

denote the way in which a particular object/social phenomenon is depicted and frames the 

way in which we comprehend it. Discourses seek to normalize, to shape individuals towards a 

particular (normative) way of being (Dahlberg et al., 1999). Discourses control what can and 

cannot be said, who can speak and with what authority (Ball, 1990, borrowing from Foucault) 

and ‘our way of naming things and talking about them’ (Dahlberg et al., 1999: 31). Discourses 

that seek to influence practice (for that particular time and place) can be seen as forming 

discursive truths (Dahlberg, 1999). As Bowe et al., 1992: 13) raise, to approach policy as a 

discourse is to recognise that it is: 

                                                           
1
 May 2010 saw a change in Government in England (and the rest of Britain) from a Labour 

administration to a Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government.  
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Constituted of possibilities and impossibilities, tied to knowledge on the one hand (the 

analysis of problems and identification of remedies and goals) and practice on the 

other (specification of methods for achieving goals and implementation). 

Here the problem is the need for sufficient ECEC, but also for that provision to be financially 

viable. The solution is entrepreneurial ECEC provision, but (as Bowe et al. acknowledge) the 

application of the solution is not in the hands of the policy makers. Rather, the implementation 

is reliant on the ECEC providers who have their own sense of social agency. Thus, ECEC 

providers do not merely react to policy directives, they are involved in a process of 

“reproducing, interpreting and transforming policy through individual action or agency” 

(Osgood, 2006: 189). In discussing discourses I seek to highlight the power dynamic that exists 

in generating understandings of the nature of ECEC. As policy makers look to use their power 

to determine and influence dominant discourses there are inevitable power struggles by ECEC 

providers. The use of discourses provides a mechanism for analysing social-political and 

cultural ways of understanding ECEC in order to highlight why entrepreneurialism is 

problematic. 

 

Defining Early Childhood Education and Care 

Before considering the historical policy developments of ECEC that saw the rise of private 

sector dominance in service delivery in England, it is important to consider what is meant by 

ECEC. Globally ECEC can be difficult to define, as there are a number of other terms that can 

also be used to describe the services that are being referred to, such as early childhood 

education or early childhood care and education (see Bertram and Pascal, 2002; Stephen, 

2006). Here, ECEC is taken to encompass early years education (e.g. pre-schools, nurseries, 

play-groups) and childcare services (e.g. childminders, daycare, out-of-school care, crèches). 

Early years education has largely been associated with child development, whilst childcare has 

been about supporting parental employment (Campbell-Barr and Garnham, 2010, Moss, 

2006). Historically many countries (e.g. the United States and England) have had this dual 

system in their approach to ECEC provision (see OECD, 2006) and this is often reflected in 

policy developments and funding arrangements. Early years in England is a free entitlement 

(albeit for 15 hours a week, term time only for three and four year olds and two year olds in 

deprived areas), and childcare is subsidised (up to 70 per-cent of costs, on a means tested 
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basis). Whilst this definition appears to distinguish early years education and childcare, rarely is 

it this simple as often childcare and early years education will be collocated on the same 

premises and both services are required to work towards the same curriculum: the Early Years 

Foundation Stage (EYFS) (see Campbell-Barr and Garnham, 2010). The EYFS is evidence of a 

focus in English ECEC policy to reduce the distinction between early years education and 

childcare. Therefore, ECEC is used as an umbrella term to encompass services that offer early 

years education and childcare as the providers being discussed will often be involved in the 

business of offering both.  

 

It is also important to note the focus on England is intentional. The devolution of British politics 

has resulted in their being subtle difference in the provision of ECEC in England, Wales, 

Northern Ireland and Scotland (see Wincott, 2004). Whilst the debates had here will have 

some resonance for Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland, it is not appropriate to treat them 

as a collective as this would seek to undermine the differences in their ECEC policy 

developments.  

 

The Rise and Rise of the Private Sector: Policy Developments 

Historically, ECEC has been regarded as a private family matter, both in England (Campbell-

Barr, 2010a, Randall, 2000) and globally (OECD, 2006). International organisations, such as the 

United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and The United 

Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) expressed little interest in the provision of ECEC up until the 

1990’s (White, 2011) and this was reflected in policy developments within many individual 

countries. Liberal market economies in particular (e.g. Australia, Canada, Ireland, the 

Netherlands and the UK) have regarded ECEC as a private matter for families (OECD, 2006: 46). 

In England, the result was a reliance on independent (private and voluntary) and informal 

childcare providers and decreased state involvement in order to meet a growing demand from 

the increasing number of working women (see Land and Lewis, 1998).  

 

International interest in the role of ECEC and subsequent policy developments grew as an 

increasing body of evidence emerged that demonstrated the role of ECEC in supporting 
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equality agendas around women’s labour force participation, addressing child poverty and 

contributing to child development (Bertram and Pascal, 2002; OECD, 2006; White, 2011). ECEC 

is thus both an economic and social good (Lloyd, 1998). In England, following the election of 

New Labour in 1997, the National Childcare Strategy was introduced (DfEE, 1998). The Strategy 

identified with both the economic and social aspects of ECEC provision by acknowledging the 

role that it had in supporting women’s employment, addressing child poverty and contributing 

to child development. New Labour committed themselves to addressing issues around the 

quality, affordability and accessibility of ECEC. Central to this paper is the issue of accessibility. 

To support the expansion of places, various systems of funding were put into place. However, 

it was always envisaged that the expansion of places would be reliant on a mixed economy of 

providers, with the government playing a role in stimulating the market (Lloyd, 2008; Harries 

et al., 2004). For England and other liberal market economies 

[t]he rationale is to supplement public expenditure, widen the sources of service supply, 

introduce competition into the provision of services and provide parents with more 

provider choice and greater flexibility in services. 

OECD, 2006: 108 

Further, the mixed market helps to address shortfalls in provision in times of economic 

difficulties when Governments may not be willing to commit public funds to ECEC provision.  

 

Various funding initiatives were put into place in England to help stimulate the ECEC market 

(Lloyd, 2008). On the demand side a tax credit system looked to subsidise the cost of ECEC to 

help stimulate the purchasing power of parents, although the system has been criticised for its 

complicated rules (Millar, 2008). On the supply side the New Opportunities Fund (NOF) and 

the Neighbourhood Nurseries Initiative (NNI) (for example) both offered funding to increase 

the number of ECEC places available, with NOF encouraging individuals to register themselves 

as limited companies and the NNI funding being subject to settings remaining sustainable for 

five years, with business training being provided either by or in partnership with Local 

Authorities.  
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The focus on sustainability highlights another key aspect of the ECEC market; namely that it 

was a sector that was not known for its business prowess (Campbell-Barr, 2009; Bourn, 2004; 

Whittingham, 1994). There were growing concerns that pump-priming funding to expand the 

level of ECEC provision was not sufficient to ensure long-term viability. The Strategy Unit 

(2002) acknowledged their concern about the sustainability of sector, acknowledging that it 

was not only an issue for ECEC providers, but for the success of the National Childcare 

Strategy. Alongside the funding to expand places, a series of business support mechanisms 

were put into place, such as business support from Local Authorities and a Sustainability Fund 

(see Campbell-Barr 2010b). 

 

The focus on the market was enshrined in legislation when the 2006 Childcare Act was 

introduced (National Archives, 2006). Under the Act, Local Authorities are required to manage 

the market in order to ensure sufficient provision for parents that want it. However, under this 

market management, maintained (state) provision is to be a last resort in the need to ensure 

sufficient provision. The Act reflects that; 

 

Underpinning this supply-side funding strategy is the belief that childcare services 

should be run as businesses, and after some initial financial assistance, they need to 

become financially viable and raise the income they need from parents, as well as a 

range of other sources (e.g. employers, charities). 

Harries et al., 2004: 12 

 

Wilkinson (2002) believed the National Childcare Strategy was creating a new 

breed of more entrepreneurial providers. Providing case studies, Wilkinson 

developed an argument that the National Childcare Strategy was creating 

providers who were more business-minded than past providers. The small 

number of case studies did little to support an argument that the entrepreneurial 

discourse was dominating the provision of ECEC. However, Lloyd and Penn 

(2010) discuss that for profit childcare has grown by 70% since 2002. Within 

this growth the move has been towards consolidation, with a rise in large 
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national and international chains, suggesting that the entrepreneurial discourse 

has been influential. 

 

Data from the 2009 Childcare and Early Years Providers Survey (Phillips et al., 2010) provides 

details on the composition of the childcare market based on self-reported ownership status of 

providers2: 

 

Table One: Ownership Status of Providers 

 Full Daycare Full Daycare 

in Children’s 

Centres 

Sessional After 

School 

Clubs 

Holiday 

Clubs 

Total Number of 

providers  surveyed 

14,100 1,000 7,800 7,900 6,400 

Private 66% 21% 28% 37% 38% 

Voluntary 22% 19% 67% 32% 36% 

Local Authority 

(Maintained) 

4% 50% 2% 6% 14% 

School/college 

(Maintained) 

6% 7% 2% 24% 10% 

Other 2% 2%  2% 4% 

Source: Phillips et al,. 2010: 34 

 

With the exception of Daycare in Children’s Centres, the data demonstrates the dominance of 

the private and voluntary sectors as has been supported by policy developments. The higher 

proportion of maintained sector Children’s Centre provision is largely accounted for by the way 

in which these services have developed. Many Children’s Centres have grown from what were 

Sure Start Local Programmes, many of which were run by Local Authorities. However, as the 

number of Children’s Centres grows it is anticipated that a higher proportion will be in the 

private and voluntary sectors. Further, the survey only looks at on-site childcare, not childcare 

that might be being provided in partnership with the Children’s Centre off-site (Phillips et al., 

2010). 

                                                           
2
 Respondents were able to give more than one response, allowing for multiple ownership. 
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By both intention and default (Penn, 2007) the Labour Government supported the 

development of the private sector in the provision of ECEC. Private sector providers now 

dominate the provision of ECEC services, but we know little about the character of these 

private providers. There is evidence that there has been a growth in private for-profit 

providers (see Penn, 2007 and Lloyd and Penn, 2010). The concern is that the sector is 

becoming reliant on providers who are there to meet business objectives, not policy ones 

(Campbell-Barr, 2009). Other concerns are that the rise in for-profit providers means that the 

low pay of those working in ECEC will be perpetuated as managers seek to ensure profits are 

high (Lloyd and Penn, 2010). However, within the private sector there are also not-for-profit 

providers, along with a range in the size of the private companies and their management 

structures (for example). In addition, there is the voluntary sector and the maintained sector, 

demonstrating further diversification in the way in which ECEC operates. The reliance on the 

mixed economy results in far greater fragmentation of ECEC services than is experienced in 

Nordic countries where there is a more publicly guided system of delivery (OECD, 2006). 

 

Arguably the National Childcare Strategy had good intentions in seeking to not 

only improve the number of ECEC places available, but to also help ensure 

their long term viability. In relation to the former, the National Childcare Strategy 

has largely been successful. As discussed by Butt et al. (2007) there has been 

a significant increase in daycare and out-of-school services since 1998. Further, 

the number of children now attending early years education stands at 92 per-

cent of three year olds and 98 per-cent of four year olds (National Statistics, 

2010). However, it is acknowledged that this increase in provision is not 

representative across all forms of ECEC and there are still gaps in the overall 

levels of provision (see Campbell-Barr and Garnham, 2010) and issues around 

equality of access (see Lloyd, 2008). 

 

Where the National Childcare Strategy has been less successful is in its 

attempts to secure the economic viability of ECEC providers. Penn (2007) has 

discussed how many providers are failing to meet minimum occupancy levels, 
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which is supported by Butt et al. (2007). More recently Phillips et al. (2010: 55) 

have looked not only at ECEC vacancy rates, but that vacancy rates are 

increasing. Vacancy rates pose one threat to the sustainability of ECEC 

providers. The table below is also taken from data presented by Phillips et al. 

(2010: 134) that documents the levels of providers making a profit in 2009.  

 

Table Two: Profits Amongst ECEC Providers 

 Full 

Daycare 

Full 

Daycare in 

Children‟s 

Centres 

Sessional After 

School 

Clubs 

Holiday 

Clubs 

Made a 

profit 

34% 10% 28% 23% 23% 

Covering 

costs 

34% 37% 51% 44% 43% 

Operating 

at a loss 

13% 16% 15% 22% 23% 

Don‟t know 18% 19% 6% 11% 11% 

Source: Phillips et al., 2010: 134 

 

The table clearly demonstrates that there are still economic concerns in the 

provision of ECEC. Possible explanations include falling occupancy rates, that 

quality standards impose high adult:child ratios (with staffing often being the 

highest outlay for providers) and that there is increased competition amongst 

providers (see Butt et al., 2007). However, given that parents still site gaps in 

provision of ECEC there is clearly a mismatch in the supply and demand of 

ECEC (Campbell-Barr and Garnham, 2010) and it is perhaps this that needs to 

be addressed in the policy attempts to manage the market, as opposed to the 

entrepreneurial approach of ECEC providers.  

 

The Creation of Discursive Truths 
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Policy developments to support the expansion of ECEC have clearly focussed on the role of the 

private, voluntary and independent sectors. However, the government have worked hard to 

secure their investment, which has been focussed on creating a ‘correct reading’ of ECEC 

(Osgood, 2006:198). Policy developments represent a series of “claims about how the world 

should and might be” (Bowe et al., 1992: 13). In this instance the focus is on business minded 

and sustainable providers as outlined above. This focus builds on the historical reliance on the 

market to provide ECEC services and the construction of ECEC as a business (Dahlberg et al., 

1999). The result is an entrepreneurial discourse that seeks to govern the provision of ECEC.  

 

Although England has encouraged a mixed economy of ECEC providers, this is not a completely 

free economy. The entrepreneurial discourse clearly seeks to mould the character of the mixed 

economy of ECEC and it does this under strict regulation requirements. In most countries there 

is legislation or regulatory frameworks that look at adult:child ratios, staff qualifications and 

other quality criteria (OECD, 2006). England is no exception, where OFSTED provide a 

Foucauldian panoptic gaze (Foucault, 1991) to monitor the delivery of ECEC. Although 

discussing schools, Case et al. (2000) discuss how: 

[t]he establishment of an officious ‘external’ surveillance and control system in the 

form of OFSTED ensures at least some degree of compliance with government demands 

for the implementation of a managerialist agenda. 

Case, et al., 2000: 607 

The managerialist discourse is evident from the increased focus on accountability and 

performativity in ECEC. The performance of providers is monitored against national minimum 

standards, whilst the efficiency is monitored by the assessment of children attending the 

settings. Alongside the mangerialist agenda, the assessment of performance helps to ensure 

that (to some extent) ECEC providers are working towards policy objectives.  

 

Whilst OFSTED ensure that providers are meeting the minimum standards (albeit on a four 

point grading system), they also reinforce the market principal of competition between ECEC 

providers, as under the new monitoring system inspection reports are published on the 

internet for parents and other providers to see. 
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Other managerialist principals are evident in the move to ‘professionalise’ the workforce. The 

drive to professionalise the ECEC workforce is based on a growing level of evidence that 

demonstrates that well qualified staffs help to improve the outcomes of the children attending 

the setting (for example, Sylva et al., 2004, Meluish, 2004). The drive to improve the quality of 

ECEC is not being questioned. Rather, it is the connotations of professionalism in relation to 

entrepreneurialism and managerialism that seek to highlight that those working in ECEC are 

part of a wider social policy project to impose business and market terminology onto them.  

 

The professionalisation agenda also seeks to highlight the top-down nature of the policy 

making rhetoric of the National Childcare Strategy. Elsewhere I have summarised how the 

move to professionalise was not necessarily desired by the workforce as it did not consider 

what would happen to those who did not wish to professionalise and (most importantly) it did 

not engage with ECEC providers to consider what is meant by an ECEC professional (Campbell-

Barr, 2010a). This top down approach is also evident in the inspection and monitoring systems 

of OSTED (Ho et al., 2010) and highlights the way in which policy has sought to impose a 

correct reading of ECEC. 

 

Emerging Tensions 

The entrepreneurial, managerialist and professional discourses are all examples of how ECEC 

has become a project for policy makers. In relying on the market to meet parental demands for 

ECEC there was (and is) a need to ensure that ECEC is understood in relation to market 

characteristics. Further, to justify investment in a sector that was recognised as having 

sustainability issues, there was a need to ensure investing in ECEC was not going to be an 

investment into a black hole. Whilst the latter might appear noble, it has to be acknowledged 

that ECEC is part of a much wider economic policy system. As briefly discussed earlier, globally 

ECEC policy can be understood as both a social and economic good. Socially, ECEC contributes 

to child development, child well-being and equality of access to services, with the latter 

overlapping with economic aspects as equality of access is also about equal access to the 

educational advantages of ECEC, as well as recognising the role that ECEC plays in supporting 

parental employment (see White, 2011; Calman and Tarr-Whelan, 2005; Bertram and Pascal, 
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2002). Stephen (2006) makes the distinction between policy ideas about children, childhood 

and learning and those about socio-political objectives for investing in ECEC. White (2011) also 

discusses these two aspects of ECEC investment from the perspective of International 

Organisations, highlighting the contradictions and tensions between the different elements of 

ECEC. Different countries will align themselves with either a more social or economic rationale 

for investment, for example the Nordic countries have a more social perspective on ECEC. The 

difficulty is that in England there has been an attempt to align policy developments with both 

economic and social aspects (Campbell-Barr and Garnham, 2010; Moss, 2006). These dual 

elements of ECEC policy create a tension in the provision of ECEC. The entrepreneurial, 

managerialist and professional discourses fit a wider economic perspective of ECEC. However, 

to position children and childhood in relation to this wider economic agenda is problematic.  

 

The tension can largely be accounted for by the romantic child discourse. “Childhood is a social 

construction deeply embedded within societal norms and values” (Bertram and Pascal, 2002: 

8). 

Constructs of children and childhood and those who work with children are woven 

together from cultural and economic strands within society. 

McGillivray, 2008: 244-5 

These values will shape ECEC policy and provision. The romantic discourse represents the 

natural, innocent and pure child that is in need of protection and guidance (Kehily, 2004; 

Hendrick, 1997). Social policy is motivated by a concern for children and much of policy in 

England (and other parts of the world) has been motivated by a want to address the needs of 

children (McGillivray, 2008; Kehily, 2004). The romantic discourse builds on a concept of 

children’s needs whereby children need nurturing, safeguarding and caring for, all of which are 

seen as characteristics of ECEC provision (Moss, 2006, Osgood, 2004). People who work in 

ECEC offer children protection and safety (McGillivray, 2008).  

 

Both the panoptic gaze of OFSTED and the professionalisation agenda are about ensuring 

quality ECEC services, due to the benefits that they can bring to children. Therefore, they have 

a focus on children’s needs. However, as has been discussed, they are also about 
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managerialism and relate to the wider entrepreneurial agenda and this sits uneasily with the 

idea of meeting children’s needs. As Moss (2006) has discussed, childcare is about the 

commodification of care for times when parents are unable to provide it themselves. It is this 

commodification that does not fit the romantic child discourse.  

 

Evidence for the romantic child discourse influencing practitioners, whilst the entrepreneurial 

discourse does not, can be found in research. Prior to the introduction of the National 

Childcare Strategy Whittingham (1994) discussed how daycare providers often had a keen 

sense for understanding the need for a childcare service, but were less clear about the 

business side. Osgood has also discussed how ECEC providers identify with the caring ethos of 

being an ECEC worker and fear that applying business principals to the delivery of their service 

would start to erode this (Osgood, 2004). This is what Osgood (2010) has later defined as 

emotional professionalism. 

 

One explanation for the tension between the emotional professionalism and the 

entrepreneurial discourse is due to the feminine nature of the workforce. In 2001 Cameron 

provided a comprehensive review of the literature on men working in ECEC (Cameron, 2001). 

The review does three things. Firstly it highlights that in 1991 less than one per cent of nursery 

workers were male. The 2008 Early Years and Childcare Providers Survey demonstrates that 

this trend has continued. With the exception of holiday care and after school clubs, the 

number of men working with children stays at or below two per-cent (Phillips et al., 2009). 

Secondly, Cameron shows that the gendered nature of the workforce has implications for who 

is seen as an appropriate ECEC worker. For me, who is an appropriate ECEC worker is largely 

connected to the romantic child discourse and the need to protect childhood innocence, with 

men being seen as a potential threat to this (see also Owen, 2003; Cameron and Moss, 1998). 

The romantic discourse positions children as close to nature and the feminisation of ECEC 

upholds the idea that it is natural for women to care. However, it is the third point that I wish 

to focus on, that of the idea that men who enter ECEC will progress and reach more senior 

positions than women (Cameron, 2001).  
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The idea that men reach more senior positions fits in with Osgood’s (2004, 2010) discussions 

on how it is the feminine nature of ECEC that sits outside of the entrepreneurial discourse.  

The focus on developing individualistic and entrepreneurial skills akin to those found in 

corporate organizations which as (Acker, 1992) highlights have tended to be defined as 

lean, mean, aggressive and ‘rational’ (traditionally masculine traits), is misplaced in the 

female and feminized world of early education and childcare. 

Osgood, 2004: 19 

Whilst this creates tensions for men who want to work in ECEC, it also creates tensions in 

trying to impose entrepreneurial, managerial (masculine) traits onto ECEC. Whilst 

entrepreneurial and managerial traits are not seen as natural for the feminine world of ECEC, 

nor are they natural for children. The ‘lean, mean and aggressive’ traits of managerialism and 

entrepreneurialism do not fit with romantic concepts of protecting and nurturing children.  

 

I have also explored (Campbell-Barr, 2009) how ECEC providers struggle to negotiate between 

caring and business principals in the delivery of their services. Whilst the study was only small 

scale, there was evidence that how ECEC providers position themselves in relation to the 

discourses that seek to govern ECEC provision was just evidence of another form of the mixed 

economy of ECEC. Some ECEC providers are governed by a ‘caring ethos’, with some being 

classified as ‘business’ providers and others providing evidence of the ways in which care and 

business principals can be combined (Campbell-Barr, 2009). I would not deny that the 

gendered nature of ECEC does interplay with the tensions that surround the entrepreneurial 

discourse. However, I feel uncomfortable with the suggestion that it is the feminisation of 

ECEC that has solely resulted in it having such a tempestuous relationship with the 

entrepreneurial discourse put forward by policy developments. At the most extreme, there is a 

suggestion that women are not able to be entrepreneurs and this is clearly not the case. The 

research that I have conducted demonstrates that there are different approaches in the 

delivery of ECEC, including examples of entrepreneurial women. I think it is important to 

acknowledge that it is not just the feminisation of ECEC that interplays with 

entrepreneurialism, rather it is how both entrepreneurialism and the feminisation of ECEC 

interplay with the romantic child discourse that is important. I have discussed the possibility 

that the different approaches to ECEC could be the result of how long practitioners have 
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worked in the sector (Campbell-Barr, 2009), with newer providers being more entrepreneurial 

(business minded) than older providers. McGillivray (2008: 251) makes a similar suggestion 

when she discusses the interface between new discourses and historical influences on 

professional identities in ECEC, but it is an area that needs further exploration for it to be 

justified. 

 

As stated earlier, the use of discourses helps to demonstrate how providers reproduce, 

interpret and transform policy through individual action or agency (Osgood, 2006). Thus, whilst 

policy makers seek to create discursive truths, providers will negotiate between these and 

other societal views on children and childhood. Therefore, I think it is important to 

acknowledge that it is not just the feminisation of ECEC that interplays with 

entrepreneurialism, rather it is how both entrepreneurialism and the feminisation of ECEC 

interplay with the romantic child discourse that is important.  

 

The Future of ECEC 

England has now entered a new policy era with the Coalition (Conservative and Liberal 

Democrat) Government coming into power in May 2010, suggesting a time of new (perhaps 

even alternative) discursive truths. Amongst the policy developments that have been 

emerging, is the suggestion that both Local Authorities and ECEC providers will have more 

autonomy. At the level of Local Authorities, a focus on localism has been about less centralised 

decision making towards a more devolved decision making process (DCLG, 2010). At the 

provider level, Children’s Centres in the most disadvantaged areas are no longer required to 

have professionals with both a Qualified Teacher and Early Years Professional status. Rather, 

Centres are allowed to use their local judgement to determine how best to use the resources. 

This idea of professional judgement reflects a wider policy shift to give professionals more 

autonomy (Teather, 2010).  

 

Greater autonomy suggests that the views of those providing ECEC will have more voice in this 

new political era and this needs to be embraced. Whilst I acknowledge that the National 

Childcare Strategy has had advantages for the provision and consumption of ECEC, it was very 
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much a Strategy that was done to ECEC providers. ECEC providers became the objects of policy 

initiatives as opposed to being subjects who were able to co-construct an understanding of 

ECEC. Osgood (2006, 2004) discusses how there has been passive resistance amongst ECEC 

providers, whereby although ECEC providers do not agree with the entrepreneurial discourse, 

they feel unable to resist it and therefore reluctantly accept it. Thus the discourse remains, but 

providers use their social agency (and creative interpretations) to implement policy directives 

in a way that they feel ‘fits’ with their setting. Greater autonomy may allow for greater 

acknowledgement of the views of providers so that they no longer have to passively resist.  

 

However, there are concerns that greater autonomy for providers and Local Authorities could 

also be problematic. ECEC providers could use their autonomy to focus less on quality and staff 

development and this would have negative consequences for the children in their care. 

Further, Local Authorities may embrace their autonomy as a chance to reduce spending and 

investment in ECEC. All Local Authorities have had to reduce their expenditure, but whilst the 

priorities of one Local Authority might see ECEC budgets protected, this might not be the case 

for others. The result could be that ECEC providers are operating in very different 

circumstances.  

 

With regards to ECEC provision, the focus is still on the mixed market. If anything it would 

appear that the Coalition are going to be more dependent on the mixed market, with a 

particular focus on the voluntary sector. For example The Spending Review acknowledges that 

The Government, whilst still funding services does not have to be the default provider (HM 

Treasury, 2010). Further they are focussed on ensuring appropriate proportions of 

independent providers are involved in the delivery of public sector services, such as the 

voluntary and community sectors and social enterprises. This approach will be explored in 

early years provision. In addition they are keen to support capacity building in the voluntary 

sector (Teather, 2010). Part of this is recognising that the Government cannot solely tackle 

social challenges. Increasing the diversity of provision helps share that responsibility across 

society and drives innovation and efficiency by increasing competition and consumer choice 

(HM Treasury, 2010: 32). Initially the notion of professional autonomy is encouraging as it is 

hoped that with less top down directives ECEC can look to create their own understanding of 
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what it is to be an ECEC provider. However, it is interesting to note that this autonomy only 

goes so far, as services such as Children’s Centres will be paid by result (HM Treasury, 2010). 

Paying by result suggests the entrepreneurial discourse will not be a thing of the past, nor does 

the idea of ‘increasing competition’, but it would appear that there are opportunities for ECEC 

to reclaim the discursive truths that surround the services they provide. 

 

Discussion 

Policy developments in England around the provision of ECEC have centred on increasing and 

sustaining the overall level of supply. To achieve the latter objective of sustainability, funding 

requirements placed a focus on the entrepreneurial provider. Together with monitoring 

systems and qualification standards these all contributed to policy makers seeking to create a 

correct reading of how ECEC should be. However, whilst the objective of increasing the level of 

supply has been largely achieved, there are still issues; for example some areas experience a 

mismatch between supply and demand, which goes some way to explain why some providers 

still face sustainability issues.  

 

The entrepreneurial, managerial and professional discourses that were put forward by policy 

developments under the National Childcare Strategy sat uneasily within ECEC provision. Whilst 

by no means a universal objection, research none-the-less still provides evidence that ECEC 

providers do not identify with entrepreneurial character traits. This has been associated with 

the gendered nature of the workforce, but I think it goes beyond this and it is in fact far more 

to do with the way in which we understand children and childhood. The romantic discourse of 

innocent children, in need of protection, sits uneasily with a view that children are a 

commodity from which ECEC providers make financial gains.  

 

The romantic child discourse does underline much of ECEC policy developments globally and it 

is certainly present in the National Childcare Strategy in England. As discussed earlier, ECEC 

relates to both social and economic policy. Countries tend to favour one or other of these 

strands in their provision and funding of services. In Nordic and Central European countries 

there is a social pedagogical tradition, whereby ECEC is seen as a social good (OECD, 2006). 
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Pedagogical approaches favour a view of the child that is holistic; of mind, emotions, body, 

spirit and well-being (Moss, 2006). This is more in line with the romantic child discourse. 

Further, these countries are less reliant on the market to provide ECEC services. However, in 

England there has been an attempt to blend the social and economic aspects of ECEC policy 

and this has created a number of tensions. Seeking to sustain a romantic child discourse whilst 

creating an entrepreneurial one results in conflict. I think it is possibly to have more 

entrepreneurial principals in ECEC. To have romantic principals of childhood does not equate 

to the erosion of entrepreneurial ones, but both have to be openly acknowledged, so that 

providers and policy makers can negotiate an understanding of ECEC provision that includes 

romanticism and entrepreneurialism.  

 

The pedagogical traditions of much of continental Europe carry a view that the spaces we 

create for children are social spaces (Moss, 2006):  

[A] cultural space, where values, rights and cultures are created and a 

discursive space for differing perspectives and forms of expression, 

where there is room for dialogue, confrontation (in the sense of 

exchanging differing experience and views), deliberation and critical 

thinking, where children and others can speak and be heard 

Moss and Petrie, 2002: 9 

Adopting such a pedagogical approach to ECEC policy formation in England would enable the 

voices of practitioners to be heard, for there to be dialogue about what it means to be an ECEC 

provider and to reflect and think critically about this. Whilst the ECEC entrepreneur has risen 

and failed to succeed in its aims in policy developments in England, the fall does not have to be 

hard hitting as there is something, the pedagogue, which can take its place.  

 

Both social and economic drivers have motivated ECEC policy developments in England, the 

result being a dual system that has a series of tensions in it. ECEC providers find themselves 

negotiating between a series of discourses and the result is not always a happy one. A more 

pedagogical approach to ECEC that recognises a more holistic view of the child could start to 

bring together these dual elements of ECEC provision. It has been argued that England has 
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started to move towards a more pedagogical approach (Moss, 2006) as there have been 

moves to recognise the child and childhood in a more holistic way. But the holistic view of the 

child has not been replicated in a holistic view of ECEC providers, whereby care and economic 

principals come together. It is hoped that greater autonomy for ECEC providers could help to 

see this change.  
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