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SUMMARY The main argument of the paper is that the quality of programmes for young
children can be seen from a variety of perspectives as follows:

(1)  from above as seen by visiting adults and observers

(2)  from below as seen by the children themselves

(3)  from the outside as seen by the parents served by the programme

(4)  from inside as seen by the staff who work in the programme and

(5)  finally as perceived by the society and its representatives who sponsor the
programme.

Criteria of quality from each perspective are proposed. It is theoretically conceivable that
aspects of quality that satisfy one perspective may not satisfy another, and the question of
whose perspective has first claim in the ultimate judgment of quality is raised. The paper
discusses the implications of the multiple perspectives from each of them.

SUMMAIRE Dans L’étude de la qualité des programmes pour jeunes enfants plusieures
perspectives peuvant étre envisagées:

(1) “du haut”, c’est a dire en prenant le point du vue d’adultes et d’observateurs
visitant le groupe

(2)  “du bas”, en prenant le point du vue des enfants mémes

(3) “du dehors”, en prenant le point du vue des parents

(4)  des membres de I'équipe et
(5)  dela sociéte et de ses représentants.

A patir de ces perspectives, des critéres définissants la qualité sont proposés.
Théorétiquement il n’est pas exclus que des aspects de qualité qui sont proposés dans le
quadre d’une perspective ne soient pas supportés par une autre perspective. Ainsi la
question concernant la perspective prioritaire dans le jugement ultime de la qualité est
posée. Une réflection est donnée sur les implications de chaque point de vue.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG Beim Bewerten der Qualitit von Programma fiir junge Kinder
konnen mehrere Perspektive unterschieden werden:

(1)  von “oben”, d.h. vom Gesichtspunkt der Erwachsenen und beobachtende
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(2) von “unten”, aus der Sicht der Kinder selbst

(3) von “aussen”, aus der Sicht der Eltern

(4) aus der Sicht des Schulteams

(5)  aus der Sicht der Gesellschaft und ihre Representanten, die das Programm
unterstiitzen.

Fiir jede Perspektive werden im Beitrag die Kriterien explizitiert. Es ist theoretisch
moglich das Aspekte der Qualitit die aus eine Perspektive als befriedigend gesehen
werden, aus eine andere Perspektive als unzureichend abgelehnt werden. Daraus folgt die
Frage welche Perspektive letztendlich entscheidend ist. Die Konsequenzen von jede
Perspektive werden ausfiihrlich diskutiert.

The quality of early childhood programmes can be assessed in many ways. Most
of the available literature on the subject examines quality from what we might call
“a top-down perspective” by identifying selected characteristics of the setting, the
equipment, and the programme, as seen by adults. Another way to assess the
quality of a programme is from what we might call “a bottom-up perspective” by
attempting to determine how the programme is actually experienced by the
children. A third perspective on quality, which we could call an “outside-inside
perspective”, is how the programme is experienced by the families it serves. A
fourth perspective, an “inside’ perspective, considers how the programme is
experienced by the staff that provides the programme. Agencies sponsoring
programmes might also want to take a larger perspective in the course of policy
and accountability deliberations concerning how the community, the larger soci-
ety, and indeed, posterity is served by the programme.

The top-down perspective typically takes into account such programme and
setting characteristics as:

- the ratio of adults to children;

- the qualifications and stability of the staff;

- the quality and quantity of space per child;

- the quality and quantity of equipment and materials;

- the number of toilets, fire safety provisions, etc.

- health regulations

- characteristics of adult-child interactions and relationships;

Fiene (1992) refers to features of programmes like those listed above as regulatory
methods of ensuring the quality of child care, in that they are a directly observable
and enforceable way that providers can “set the stage for desirable interaction...”
(1992). There is substantial evidence to suggest that the programme and setting
features listed above do indeed predict the effects of an early childhood pro-
gramme (c.f. Beardsley 1990; Fiene 1992; Harms & Clifford 1980; Howes, 1991;
Phillips 1987).

The Bottom-up Perspective on Quality

It seems reasonable to assume that the ultimate effects of a programme depend
primarily on the ways it is experienced by the participating children. In other
words, the real influence of a programme is the quality of life as experienced by
each child in the programme over periods of weeks and months. If this is so,
assessment of programme quality requires answers to the question: What does it
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feel like to be a child in this environment?

Assessment strategies by which one obtains the bottom-up perspective
require making inferences about what it feels like to each child to be in the
environment over extended periods of time. Based on cumulative interactive
contact with peers and adults, and careful observation of each child, the assess-
ment is made on the basis of the best guesses that can be made of the nature of the
children’s subjective experiences. Thus assessment of quality involves making
inferences, on the basis of observation and interaction, about how each child
would - so to speak - answer the questions like:

- Do I usually feel welcome rather than captured?

- Do I belong rather than just function as one of the crowd?

- Am I usually accepted and understood rather than overlooked or scolded
by the adults?

- AmIusually addressed seriously and respectfully, rather than as precious
or cute?

- Am I usually accepted by some of my peers, rather than isolated, or
rejected by them?

- Are most of the activities interesting, rather than frivolous or boring?

- Are most of the activities meaningful, rather than trivial or mindless?

- Are most of the activities engaging and absorbing, rather than just
amusing, fun, entertaining or exciting?

- Am I usually glad to be here, rather than eager to leave?

When most of the answers to these questions are positive, we can assume that the
quality of the programme is worthy of the children. Of course there might be many
explanations behind negative answers to these questions. The programme itself
should not automatically be faulted for all negative answers. There are causes of
children’s experiences for which caregivers and teachers cannot be held entirely
accountable. However, the staff of a programme are accountable for applying
every strategy and procedure believed by the profession to be relevant and
appropriate to each case. The assumption suggests that ensuring good quality
requires that all staff members are capable of applying all of the accumulated
knowledge, wisdom and best practices of the profession.

The Outside-Inside Perspective on Quality

Ideally, the assessment of the quality of a programme should include characteris-
tics of parent-teacher relationships, ascertained from the perspective of both
parents and teachers. Such assessments can proceed by asking of parents and
teachers: Are our relationships:

- primarily respectful, rather than patronising or controlling?
- accepting, open, inclusive, and tolerant, rather than rejecting, blaming,
prejudiced?

The positive attributes of parent-teacher relationships suggested above are rela-
tively easy to develop when teachers and parents have the same backgrounds,
speak the same language, share values and goals for children, and when they like
each other. However, the development of positive, respectful and supportive
relations between staff and parents of culturally diverse backgrounds requires
professionalism that is usually based on a combination of experience, education,
and in-service support, as well as personal values.
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Similarly, parents are more likely to relate to their children’s caregivers and
teachers in positive ways when they understand the complex nature of their work,
and appreciate what the teachers are striving to accomplish. Certainly parents are
more likely to approach teachers positively when teachers initiate such respectful
and accepting relationships themselves.

The Inside Perspective on Quality

It is highly unlikely that an early childhood programme can achieve a standard of
high quality unless the staff relationships within it are similarly of good quality.
An assessment of this aspect of quality might proceed by asking of each member
of staff:

Are staff-relationships on the whole:

- supportive rather than contentious?

- cooperative rather than competitive?

- accepting rather than antagonistic or even hostile?
- trusting rather than suspicious?

- respectful rather than controlling?

Conclusion

Keep in mind that it is possible, at least in theory, that a programme for young
children might satisfy given standards on the criteria of the top-down perspective,
but still fail to provide all the participating children and parents with the quality
of experiences listed from the bottom-up and outside-inside perspectives. For
example, a programme might be judged from the top-down to be high on stand-
ards of space, equipment, or even the curriculum, and yet fail to meet adequate
standards of quality of life for some of the children. Afterall, theimportant aspect
of experience is the meaning the “experiencer” - if you will, gives to it. Humans
attribute and assign meanings to their experience in one situation based on their
experiences in all others, in much the same way that the meaning of a particular
word is a function of the sentence in which it appears and the paragraph in which
it is embedded.

As I have pointed out elsewhere (Katz 1989) for example, the stimulus
potential too of a given preschool environment to a child is likely to be a function
of the stimulus level of the environment she experiences outside of it. A child
whose home environment is full of play materials, television sets, outdoor play
equipment, frequent trips to the playground, and so forth may find the same
preschool programme boring that another child from a home environment that is
low on such features finds engaging. Such individual differences in the experi-
ences of children in early childhood programmes, i.e. the bottom-up view, should
be taken into account in assessments of the quality of a programme.

Similarly, in theory at least, it is possible that a programme could fall below
acceptable standards on the top-down criteria and yet many of the participating
children experience the programme as satisfactory on the bottom-up criteria
listed.

With respect to the outside-inside and inside perspectives, it seems reason-
able to assume that, in principle, we cannot have really good environments for
children unless they are good for the adults who work in them. Of course there
may be some days when an environment has been “good” for the children at the
expense of the staff (e.g. Halloween, birthday parties), and vice versa.

In addition, it seems reasonable to assume that, in principle, teachers and
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caregivers treat children very much in the way they are treated. To be sure, some
caregivers and teachers rise above being treated poorly by the person(s) they
report to, and some fall below the good treatment they receive. But on the average,
it is useful to assume that good environments for children are more likely to be
provided when the adults who staff them are treated appropriately on the criteria
listed.

All four perspective outlined above can make an indispensable contribution
to determining the quality of life offered within the programme. Each of the
perspectives contributes differently to an overall assessment of quality as experi-
enced by all who have a stake in the programme. These perspectives are also
useful for making informed decisions about the kinds of modifications to be
considered for the provision of high quality services for individual children, for
the whole group, and for their families.
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