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Abstract

This theoretical study analyses interpretation of quality in pre-school education with
regard to the position of the children’s parents. This text is supported by research papers,
mostly from the last two decades, and is based on three main sub-topics. The importance
and benefits of systematic pre-school education for the child and the economic development
of society is initially discussed. High-quality pre-school education for children gives them a
strong start in their educational career and investment into effective education during the
pre-school age provides a social and economic return to the whole of society. The following
section defines the term quality and its interpretation in relation to education. Quality is
interpreted through structure and process, the multi-dimensionality of quality and the
objectiveness and subjectiveness of the interpretation of the quality of pre-school education
are reflected. The interesting but undervalued position of parents, the perspectives of which
are elaborated on in subsequent passages, appear in these concepts. This paper comes to
two main conclusions. The first is that the quality of education is a multi-dimensional,
variable and difficult to define concept. The second is that, although the status of parents in
relation to pre-school education is strong, it is not adequately taken into consideration
during definition of quality. When evaluating quality the perspective of the parents is only
utilised to a limited degree, because it usually has different semantics to evaluation by
experts.

Keywords: quality of education, perspective of parents, pre-school education,
conceptualisation

Introduction

The basis of this paper is clarification and interpretation of relations
originating at the intersection of three phenomena: quality in education, pre-
school education and parents of children as consumers of this education. We share
opinions supporting the importance of pre-school education, which have
resonated in pedagogic discourse during the last decades. The increasingly
stronger voices of all those who are involved in education of children before they
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start primary school are based on a growing amount of empiric evidence that
systematic institutional education of children of pre-school age is effective for both
society in its more distant perspectives and also for the further development of
each individual child. The parents of the children always appear in context
concerning any analyses in relation to pre-school education, but they are only
minimally considered important actors on a declarative level.

Oft-repeated statements of the high rate of return on pre-school education do
not always contain the adjective “high-quality”. We consider it important to
mention that the benefits of pre-school education must be clearly linked to its
quality, which means clarification of this concept and its overlap into practice.
Regardless of whether we mean a high-quality educational system, quality in pre-
school education, high-quality pre-school education, a high-quality nursery school
or other pre-school facility. The objective of this paper is to seek answers to the
question of what status the perspectives of parents have in these concepts on the
background of a discussion of the concepts of quality of pre-school education.

For this, we utilise the synergy originating from a combination of analysis of
existing discourse about the quality of pre-school education and the parents’
position in this and subsequent synthesis resulting in conclusions about how this
parental voice can be defined. Within the terms of analysis, we therefore reveal the
interpretation of quality in pre-school education, and we endeavour to reflect
various properties of phenomena and elements, which represent it. This
particularly includes parent culture (parent cultures are perceived here in the
broader context as the life styles of parents with children of pre-school age, which
includes their convictions, attitude, shared values, preferences and the nature of
the family’s social-cultural background, which they create. We also interpret it as
a structure of values in which they move, which they utilise and mediate to their
children). We do not consider synthesis here to be simple assembly of partial
elements into a whole, this is an operation based on revealing new relations and
rules in regard to the issue in question. Combination of the outputs of this
analytical approach leads to the conclusion that the voice and status of parents is
strong, but is only utilised to a limited degree in the reality of education when
evaluating quality. The final synthesis should form a basis for correct decisions, of
which one could also more or less purposefully focus on the perspectives of
parents and their children in relation to the actual quality of education.

1 The importance of pre-school education

Pre-school education is the first experience many children have with other
children of a similar age and adults who are not family members. There are not
only numerous benefits to this social experience, but children can also play, learn
new things, develop and acquire a number of skills and abilities (OECD, 2019) at
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nursery school at a time when brain development accelerates. The experience
acquired during this period is beneficial in various areas of their further
development (Herschkowitz et al, 2002). Attention devoted to pre-school
education should also be based on the fact that, apart from experience that pre-
school education is the first important phase in the development of every child, it
is also a very critical phase with regard to overall development and lifelong
learning, which is also very closely linked to its quality (Ugaste et al.,, 2013). The
reflected criticality of this child development phase is therefore interlinked with
the child’s opportunity to develop and potentialities with regard to requirements
for the quality of the provided care and education.

High-quality pre-school education provides children with a strong start on the
path leading to better results in learning and in their further educational career.
This is the perspective of economists who were the first to process this scheme. It
states that investment into early childhood education is a cohesive strategy for
supporting economic growth, because the economic future depends on
establishment of an educated and qualified workforce (Heckman, 2013). It even
considers when it is necessary to begin this education so that this support is as
effective as possible. According to economic analyses, the highest rate of return on
early education is generated from investments that are made as soon as possible,
ideally from birth to five years of age. To achieve the biggest possible effect, the
start of early education at the age of three or four appears too late (Heckman,
2013).

These facts are also reflected by the EU or OECD. According to the European
Union Commission (2006, p. 3) pre-school education “has the highest rate of
return out of the entire continuum of lifelong education, particularly for children
from disadvantaged environments, furthermore, the results of this investment
increase over time.” The effort to identify children who deviate from the
mainstream is wholly evident, and crucial according to some authors, in
discussions of the importance and quality of pre-school education. According to
Ball (1994), good pre-school education leads to immediate and permanent social
and educational advantages for all children, particularly those from disadvantaged
environments. This is why investments into high-quality and effective education
provide a useful social and economic return to individuals and all of society.

It would be naive to believe that pre-school education is an indisputable
guarantee of the optimum development of every child. The educational reality of
pre-school facilities does not always contain elements of a high-quality
educational environment. In addition, the intention to individualise approaches to
each child, depending on its dispositions, possibilities and the social-cultural
conditions within the families from which the child come to pre-school education
seems to be extremely demanding. Many variables enter here, such as the general
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context of the educational system and the specific conditions in which the pre-
school educational programme is to be realized (Pianta et al., 2009)

Even though economists repeatedly state that all the factors that contribute to
a child’s personal success cannot be balanced, it is possible to make smart
investments into remedying the differences that cause major and persisting issues
endangering the success of individuals (Heckman, 2011). Again, we work with a
clear equation here - fixing problems is more expensive than preventing them.
Gaps in skills that play an important role when achieving results in adult age,
appear very soon across social-economic groups. It seems that these occur before
the beginning of formal education and persist until adult age.

It is the interpreted quality of pre-school education, its programme or the
school in which it is realised, which may qualify the discussed positive effects. For
example, Danish children from disadvantaged environments later had better
educational outcomes thanks to pre-school support programmes, in the USA!
these successes were not always registered (Epsing-Andersen et al., 2012). There
are also arguments that effects of intensive support for the development of pre-
school children may soon disappear (Claessens, & Garett, 2014).

The findings of many studies demonstrate the benefits of high-quality pre-
school education for the child’s further education and learning. (Kaiser, & Bauer,
2017; Gordon et al.,, 2015; Barnet et al,, 2012). However, we repeat that the
positive impact of pre-school education depends on its quality (Janta et al., 2016;
Melhuish et al. 2015; Slot, 2017; Sylva et al,, 2014). Although discussions consider

1 There is a great tradition of supporting education during pre-school age in the direction
of children and families from disadvantaged environments in the USA. In addition to the
well-known Head Start programmes, this also includes for example Abecederian Early
Childhood Intervention (Masse et al,, 2002). The High Scope Perry Preschool Program,
which originated as a research study focusing on the issue of whether access to high-
quality education can have a positive impact on children of pre-school age and which
reflects the issues of the quality of education, is worth a special mention. It is also useful
that the programme has its own quality indicators (https://highscope.org/our-
practice/child-assessment/pqa/) and currently contributes to establishment of capacity
for permanently positive results and assurance of support for each teacher and the results
each child. The programme supports local, state and national policies in the field of pre-
school education. According to this programme children to whom high-quality pre-school
education was provided are better prepared for primary school, will be more emotionally
mature and more independent, they have a higher study success rate, more stable
employment and higher wages, create a more stable home environment for their children
and are more involved civically (High Scope, 2020). The project also documents a high
rate of return on investment into pre-school education.
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pre-school education for the child’s development to be the most important,
(Heckman, 2011; Litjens, & Taguma, 2010; Knudsen et al., 2006), it is the “pre-
school education sector, which we know least about”, and what probably disrupts
this harmony most is that the provision of pre-school education is often
fragmented, poorly regulated and non-unified (OECD, 2019, s. 3), therefore lower

quality.

2 Quality in education - definition of the issue

In general, quality concerning education can be viewed as “the level of
production created by an individual school, set of schools of a specific level, or type
or the entire educational system of a country“ (Priicha, Walterova, & Mares, 2009,
p-111).

Discussions concerning the quality of education are often confusing, due to a
lack of comprehensibility or common understanding of what the term quality
actually means (Tawil et al., 2014). The term quality evokes a seemingly intuitive
understanding. However, there is no single definition or approach, but rather a
diverse conceptualisation and substantially varied approaches, of which each is
based on different assumptions. Various evaluators (students, parents, teacher,
employers, auditors) perceive quality from different perspectives, but uniformly
anchored on the platform that “high-quality is positive”. This is understandable if
we base our knowledge on the meaning of the Latin qualitas, which identifies a
property or quality. The concept of quality is framed in ordinary communication
using adjectives, or more precisely identification of something as high-quality, or
good, optimal, suitable, fulfilling several requirements.?2

On one hand, quality in education is essential (Jire¢ckova, 2011), on the other
hand, it requires courage to open this topic (Janik, 2010). It is in the interests of
the whole of society, not only the providers or consumers of education. It also
concerns a relative concept in relation to services provided by schools. In general,
high-quality educational programmes are based on standards in several areas -
academic, social-emotional and physical. Quality in education is subsequently
diversified into interpretations anchored in relative concepts - quality of
education or quality of (nursery) schools, subsequent quality of education, quality
of teachers, etc. Quality (of educational processes, educational institutions,
educational systems), or quality in education “is considered the desirable
(optimum) level of functioning or production of these processes or institutions,
which may be prescribed by specific requirements (e.g. educational standards)
and may therefore be objectively measured and evaluated” (Priicha, 1996, p. 27).

2 A very good analysis of the meanings and methods of using the concept of quality in
education in the Czech interpretation, is available from Janika et al. (2013).
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Quality in education leads into the quality of schools. Some authors perceive
the quality of a school more from a managerial perspective, when the quality of
operation of the organisation, which is assured especially by effective
management within the meaning of the school’s philosophy, is pursued. For
instance, Spilkova (2005) includes a high-quality system of school management, a
high-quality teaching staff, a predominating progressive didactic concept and the
school’s authenticity, among the criteria for the quality of a school. Other
definitions emphasise consideration of the individual needs of children and
inspection and assessment of the school’s steps to fulfil its vision. The
aforementioned authenticity of the school resonates more in the next
interpretation, according to which a high-quality school “regularly establishes,
takes into consideration and endeavours to fulfil various expectations (and to a
specific degree also the wishes and needs) of its customers and endeavours, within
the terms of its potential, to keep the matter in a good state and make overall
improvements by regularly fulfilling the goals it has set, however, everything is
managed using common sense: a high-quality school therefore meaningfully
realises auto-evaluation processes, it is a learning school” (Vastatkova, 2006, p.
25).

Just as parents interpret the quality of a school and education differently, the
teachers and the heads of schools are also not unified in their opinions. The heads
themselves state that quality is a fairly broad term and on what level of the school’s
quality its definition and evaluation ranges on must be minimally qualified. Some
heads consider this to be the children’s and pupils’ outputs, level of mediated
motivation for performance by children, others how current the educational
content is in regard to the needs of society, the ability to arrange equal
opportunities etc. (Stefflova, 2011). The term quality is difficult to uniformly grasp
from both the aspect of practice and theory, however this is helped by definition
of the areas in which quality is to be evaluated. Quality is often defined through the
perspective of standards, which are determined by experts, potentially other
involved parties. Experts endeavour to interpret the criteria for the quality of
education and educational institutions consistently, problems appear in the case
of others who are involved in the education process.

Research by Dahlberg, & Moss (2007) resulted in the following important
findings in regard to the aspects from which quality is viewed:

a) the process of definition of quality eliminated a wide range of involved parties
and is based mainly on a small group of experts,

b) quality is a subjective, value-orientated, relative and dynamic concept, which is
why various perspectives must be taken into consideration during its
definition.
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3 Interpretation of the quality of pre-school education

On the basis of arguments, according to which interpretation of quality is
polymorphous, difficult to define and interpret by various involved parties, it was
proposed that the quality of education should be evaluated from various
perspectives, particularly with regard to the goal of creating a global picture about
pre-school education programmes (Rentzou, & Sakellariou, 2013).

Interpretation of quality through structure and process

The question of what is measured and reported as quality in education is asked
by many experts. For instance Slot et al (Slot et al, 2015) refers to popular
classification based on a concept through structure and process. Diagram 1 shows
the relationship between structural quality, process quality and the child’s
development and learning in pre-school education, (Slot, 2017). Both layers of
quality overlap, conditioning the child’s development and learning.

Fig. 1: Relationship
between structural
quality, process quality
and child learning and
development in pre-
school education (Slot,
Process quality 2017, in OECD, 2018, p.
26).

Structural
quality

Structural elements independently integrate variables, which indirectly
influence child experience during pre-school age, for instance the number of
children in a class, the ratio of teachers to children and the education of the
teachers. The structural standards based on these are fairly easy to configure and
observe by both inspections and parents (for instance sufficient space for children,
the quantity and nature of didactic equipment, etc.). Authors Litjens and Taguma
(2010) describe structural quality as inputs into process characteristics, which
create a framework for the processes that children experience. An environment
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considered structurally high-quality has a small group, a teacher with high
qualifications, meets hygienic standards and adheres to the curriculum. This
quality is usually measured by human, financial and time resources (Janta et al.,
2016).

The quality of the process concerns dependent variables related to child
experience within the terms of education. It refers to aspects of the environment
in the class, which the children experience - their interactions with teachers and
peers, the materials and activities they have available (Harrist et al., 2007). These
aspects affect child experience, comfort and development (Litjens & Taguma,
2010). This type of quality is therefore measured by processes, which focus on
relations between employees and children, communication with families and
broader community support services. An environment considered high-quality in
the field of the process is distinguished by frequent interactions between the child
and employees, a stimulating curriculum and effective pedagogic procedures
(Janta et al,, 2016). The relationship between structural quality indicators, process
quality indicators and the results of pre-school education is shown in Figure 2.

Objective Structural factors Process Outcomes

Family and
community

factors

Enhanced child
development and
wellbeing; associated
societal benefits

ECEC Child's
centre experience
factors of ECEC

Fig. 2: Quality in relation to structural indicators - process indicators - results of
education (Janta, 2016)

Basically, the structure and the process are important in relation to quality.
They are mutually interconnected, which is why seeking ways to make the ideal
high-quality preschool education into reality emphasises the importance of both.
According to research, the process aspects, or the quality of interactions into which
they enter with employees and other children in pre-schools on a daily basis
(OECD, 2019), are the main contributors to the learning, development and good
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life perspectives of children. On the other hand, several factors are identified in the
results that may affect the quality of these interactions, from preschool employees
and the extent to which they are educated, trained and motivated to work with
children, through elements of the class, playrooms environment, such as the
number of children and staff, to mechanisms for monitoring configuration of pre-
school education (OECD, 2019). However, the results are not completely
consistent with regard to which structure and process properties are
determinative or crucial for quality.

Relations between structure and process quality in pre-school education have
been examined, but with fairly inconsistent findings (Pianta et al, 2005). One
potential explanation is that structural characteristics may be more indirectly
linked to children’s results because they provide a basis for the quality of the
process as a primary mechanism for child learning and development. However,
studies directly focusing on the indirect impact of structural quality on child
learning and development are limiting and demonstrate a mixed formula of
associations (Anders, 2015).

This phenomenon is also demonstrated by research carried out in Sweden,
Austria and Bulgaria, where preschool teachers were asked about their viewpoint
of quality. Researchers Brodin et al. (2015) emphasise interesting findings with
regard to the varying concept of quality, despite the limited research sample (3
countries). They state the teacher’s approach and pedagogic planning, which
depend significantly on the teacher, while class size or the number of teachers, is
outside their competence. In general, this study indicates that the teachers
consider both structural and process elements to be important for high-quality
pre-school education, but to different levels.

Despite these findings, structural factors were preferred as a crucial strategy
for improving the quality of early education programmes and, ultimately, for child
learning and development. For instance, in many countries increasing the
qualification requirements placed on employees is a chosen quality strategy (Early
et al, 2007).3 Another example is the situation in the USA, where quality criteria,
which also fulfil the character of the aforementioned structural elements, are
generated. The authors (Lewis, & Burd-Sharps, 2011) give unified standards for
education, bachelor’s education for teachers, a maximum number of children in a
class - 20 (ratio between staff and children 1:10), one nutritional meal a day,

3 In the Czech Republic for instance, there is emphasis on increasing the qualification of
teachers to a university level, on the level of a declaration in strategic documents,
specifically in the Strategy of the educational policy of the Czech Republic until 2020 and its
implementary document Long-term plan for education and development of the educational
system in the Czech Republic for the 2015-2020 period.
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guaranteed healthcare, teacher’s visits to the child’s family, further education of
teachers in the scope of at least 15 hours a year, etc. as criteria.

Quality as a multi-dimensional construct

Research of the quality of education is not a new topic; on the contrary, since
the 1960s, this topic of research has drawn the attention of many scientists and
has undergone various phases (Ceglowski, 2004; Melhuish, 2001). However, its
concept differs. In this early research quality was perceived more as a luxury than
a necessity according to Kagana et al. (1996). Today quality is much more
important. In addition, athough research of issues concerning the quality of care
and education of children of pre-school age quickly spread, it also developed in
many other aspects. Awareness of its context, measurement, complexity, plurality
and subjectivity has increased (Dahlberg et al., 2007).

It is evident from just a few of the already discussed definitions that authors
differ in the depth and also in the breadth of their view of quality. Some of them
(Iruka, & Forry, 2018; Pianta et al,, 2002, tc.) therefore call quality as a multi-
dimensional construct.

Description of quality, as a multi-dimensional complex construct, which
includes the structure of pre-school education, processes and practice in setting of
pre-school education and its results, can be found in the approaches of the
European Commission (2014). This conceptualisation covers global aspects (such
as a pleasant climate or the appropriate approach to children) and specific
stimulation from the domain aspect in areas such as literary, mathematical and
natural science pre-literacy (Anders, 2015).

Definition of the dimensions of quality (as a multi-dimensional construct) is
therefore considered crucial for revealing the basis of quality. These dimensions
can be specific for each kindergarten and usually also exceed the framework of the
determined quality criteria, particularly when here, in the Czech Republic, nursery
schools participate in determining the content of education when creating school
educational programmes for example.

The dimension of quality includes the relationship between the teacher and the
child, the activities and materials related to educational activities, organisation
and management of childcare and the relationship between the family and teacher.
Evaluation of the dimensions of quality can differ depending on the type of
programme or the characteristics of the providers (Iruka, & Forry, 2018). Several
studies investigated relations between the dimensions of quality and the children’s
results (Burchinal, 2018; Early et al. 2007; Pianta et al., 2002). However, studies
focusing on the investigation of the multi-dimensionality of quality pattern are
however unique. Understanding qualitative patterns across various dimensions
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helps during professional development of teachers and during initiatives focusing
on increasing quality.

The basis for a multi-dimensional understanding of quality is the educational
environment, in which children are involved in developmentally suitable,
stimulating and language-enriching activities, which offer opportunity for play and
discovery, use of language, problem-solving and social interaction (European
Commission, 2014; OECD, 2018). Definition of the dimensions of quality and its
key indicators, which exceed those that are usually regulated, seems to be
unavoidable for improvement of quality.

Objectivity and subjectivity in the interpretation of quality

As already mentioned, quality in education is a very complicated construct, the
concepts of which are very diverse and in relation to which development can also
be recognised. Alasuutari (2014) states that re-conceptualisation of the term
quality must be considered, because, according to him, quality is a constantly
changing process leading to a specific state. Moss (2016) considers whether
quality is essential or an option. Various studies conceive quality in different ways.
Even the word quality is highly disputable, it can be said that it is a subjective
concept, which depends on context and enables various perspectives and
modifications over time.

Definition of quality depends on the philosophy and strategy of the national
curriculum, social-political priorities, cultural aspects and qualitative elements,
such as pedagogic, financial or physical decisions. There is therefore no single
concept or method for determining quality. Quality as a concept is not defined in
the field of education and is problematic. In education, quality is linked to
subjective evaluation, the individual concepts of quality by its participants are
expressed in it. This interpretation of quality is understood to mean the
participants’ achieved degree of satisfaction with the school’s activity. Quality can
also be evaluated from the objective aspect. According to this aspect, quality is
determined without the context of variables. An objective perspective of quality is
constructed through experts and their objectivity (Parrila, 2002). In the case of
pre-school education, the subjective evaluation model takes into consideration the
experience of teachers, parents and children and their satisfaction with pre-school
education. The objective model does not take into consideration the opinions of
participants of pre-school education, but rather verifies, uses indicators to
measure, quality from the viewpoint of experts.

Quality is also assessed from the inter-subjective aspect, which means that
quality is normally focused on all participants and is also part of the character of
mutual relations between individuals. The inter-subjective viewpoint of quality is

79



JolLaCE Journal of Language and Cultural Education, 2020, 8(2)
ISSN 1339-4584

described by teachers’, parents’ and children’s subjective concepts of pre-school

education.

Both the objective and subjective approach is emphasised for complex
interpretation of quality. Quality of education is an important factor for improving
child learning, particularly in the field of literacy, mathematics, scientific thinking
and social development (Sylva et al., 2006).

Katz (1999), who acknowledges that various people can define quality
variously, proposed five perspectives for evaluating quality, which reflect this.
This concerns:

1. “top-down perspective”, which is also called the perspective of research
workers - professionals, and which evaluates the characteristics of the
programme, how it is viewed “from above” by persons responsible for the
programme;

2. “bottom-up perspective”, which endeavours to determine how the programme
is actually experienced by the involved children;

3. “outside-inside perspective”, which assesses how the programme is
experienced by families;

4. “inside perspective”, which considers how the programme is experienced by its
employees;

5. “outside perspective”, which takes into consideration how the programme
serves the community and broader society.

Although Katz (1999) proposed this concept for evaluating quality 20 years
ago, it remains inspirational. New information sources show that research focuses
on the “perspective from above” in most cases, the remaining four perspectives are
studied quite rarely and the child perspective absolutely minimally (Rentzou,
2011). Katz’s third perspective, which takes into consideration how parents
perceive the quality of education, is also neglected. We will focus on this below.

4 Parents in relation to definition of the quality of pre-school education

Quality in pre-school education is indisputably interlinked with parent culture.
The status of parents appears in every approach or concept of quality. We perceive
parents in the process aspect of quality, they provide a subjective viewpoint during
assessment and therefore also during definition of quality, they are indisputably
protagonists of some dimensions of quality as a multi-dimensional construct, the
parental perspective (“outside-inside” according to Katz, 1999) also helps
significantly during efforts to clarify it more complexly. Whatever the diversity in
interpreting the concept of quality in pre-school education, parents of children
always appear in it in some context. Findings from investigation of quality from a
perspective other than from the viewpoint of experts contribute to establishment
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of the meanings that are related to important and complex interpretation of quality
in education.

Definition of the interpretation of quality depends on the expectations of the
members of the social group (parents, children/pupils and teachers) who are
involved in education. Various groups of respondents often present factors that
determine quality ambivalently, because these respondents usually link them to
various, often subjectively oriented needs and expectations.

Parents also have various expectations of pre-school facilities, which include
provision of a high-quality education (Sevinc, 2006). One definition of a high-
quality school is understood through establishment, consideration and fulfilment
of the various expectations and needs of children and parents (e.g. Vastatkovj,
2006; Krnjaja, & Pavlovi¢-Breneselovi¢, 2013).

Parents who expect the highest-quality education provided by qualified
pedagogues are identified as “client parents” (Rabusicovj, et al., 2004). However,
these expectations are not always unified (Barkauskaité et al., 2013) and often
differ depending on the level of achieved education, social-economic status and
different demographic data concerning the parents (Bayrak, & Koksal, 2017;
Jacobson, & Engelbrecht, 2000). These are different cultures, which parents create
and endeavour to transfer to the kindergarten through their requirements.*
Although these expectations or requirements may differ from the school itself,
they are connected by a single vision, this being to ensure optimum development
of the children (RabusSicova et al., 2004). If the parents do not find the relevant
response to their visions, requirements or expectations in the school, they seek
other suitable schools or “abandon the system” and establish their own parental
schools, or choose to educate their children at home.

Parents are key factors during selection of schools, including kindergartens.
Their subjective viewpoint of the quality of a school is crucial during selection of
the school, across all levels of education. The subjective criteria of the quality of
schools also depends on the types of schools that the children attend or will attend.
For parents, the quality of a school is usually reflected during its selection in their
expectations, which reflect their varied perspectives and personal preferences,

4 We have experience with the academic parent culture, parents whose children attend the
University kindergarten. The kindergarten is established by a public university and
operates as a corporate private school. One of the authors is in the School Board and has
also executed research in it. According to the results of this research the parents mirror
not only their social-economic status, but also the environment in which they are
professionally active, in their expectations to a specific degree. They are capable of very
clearly declaring their requirements for the professionalism of its teachers, the offer of
above-standard school activities, the stimulation and diversity of educational activities,
etc. (Majercikova, 2019).
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closely linked to the prosperity of their child, support of its potential, maximization
of its development, registration of potential problems concerning the child, etc. >
The group of researchers around Glenn-Applegate (et al, 2016) examined the
factors that play a role when parents select a nursery school. These factors were
also compared to the quality of education in individual classes. Findings showed
that when selecting a kindergarten, parents preferred the interpersonal
characteristics of the teacher and the safety of the kindergarten. Parents also
preferred process elements of quality over structural elements. No link was found
between the factors for selection of kindergartens and the quality of the classes in
which the children were enrolled.

This means that, for parents, quality is more personality orientated - linked to
the teaching staff, their education, their positive relationship with the children and
their experience with them. In relation to the school, quality is interpreted in
relation to an age-appropriate programme, the quality of the physical and social
environment or the overall cleanliness of the environment.

As interpreted by the parents, quality is formed on the basis of their
expectations (Krnjaja, & Pavlovi¢-Breneselovi¢, 2013). Various social values are
reflected during contextualisation of quality in education. This is why it is initially
important to ask questions about how we understand the nature of childhood,
what attitudes and skills we want to promote in the children or who is actually
responsible for the upbringing of children, etc. The answers to these questions may
be culturally or politically qualified (Malovic et al., 2017). Research by authors
around Brodin et al. (2015) found a difference in the understanding of quality of
kindergartens by parents, in relation to social, cultural and financial questions,
depending on the social situation in individual countries. Quality is therefore
determined by the society in which the parents live and their personal experience
and concepts of education and can be differentiated from the perspectives of
experts in the field of education (Malovic et al., 2017).

A comparison of these perspectives is suggested. Interesting research executed
by Rentzou, & Sakellariou (2013), when evaluation of the quality of pre-school
education from the perspective of parents and researchers is compared, provides
a specific depiction of this issue. A correlation analysis showed that parents
assessed the quality of care and education as higher-quality compared to
researchers. It was also found that the age and level of education of the parents
correlates with their assessment. In this case the results of research again confirm
that the quality of pre-school education is a relative concept. They also emphasise

5 We consider the testimonies of parents, available at https://www.parenthub.co.uk/what-
do-parents-expect-from-schools/, inspirational.
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the need to take into consideration the perspectives of all the involved parties
(parents, children and teachers) during attempts to define and evaluate quality.

Parrila (2002) presents a finding regarding the different perspectives of
parents and staff of kindergartens in fields such as the personality and
professionalism of employees, the function and functionality, the goals of the
kindergartens and the impact of pre-school education.

Tauriainen (2000) analysed the concept of the quality of kindergartens of
employees, parents and even the children. The results showed that the common
principal of good quality is a small group of children and employees, an
emotionally pleasant environment and improvement of self-motivating behaviour
in children. The results also confirmed that employees, parents and children
perceive quality in their own ways. Employees had a very general concept of
quality, which concentrated on managing activities and the smooth progress of the
daily routine, for parents the individual needs of their children and social
interaction within the group played a role and for the children themselves the
aspects of cooperation with adults and freedom in planning their activities were
important aspects (Tauriainen, 2000).

The ambitious plan to take into consideration various perspectives of the
quality of pre-school education should be preceded by clarification of what its
actors derive the quality of education from. A study by researchers Navarro-Cruz,
& Luschei (2020) examined the factors that mothers of children found represented
the quality of kindergartens. Mothers most often chose pre-school facilities on the
basis of recommendations on social networks, access to the school and financial
accessibility. They then concentrated on facilities that were safe, have trustworthy
staff with a loving attitude to the children, cooperated with parents, whose
educational programme suited the needs of the family and finally had a low teacher
to child ratio. The analysis also demonstrated, or more precisely confirmed, that
the preferences of mothers are based on their past and current experience.

Studies usually encourage a new definition of quality, which emphasises the
importance of appreciation of the parent culture and the context and uniqueness
of the parents’ wishes for their children. When understanding the conditions that
families seek for their children in pre-school facilities, teachers are able to better
integrate these preferences and thereby appreciate the benefit of family.

5 Summary and discussion

Quality is generally interpreted as a relative but not random concept
(Woodhead, 1998) and also as multi-faceted and problematic (Giota, 1995).
Quality can be constantly redefined depending on how its individual components
are operationalized (Fontaine et al., 2006). This is not objective reality, but a
relative value depending on the person who provides the information about
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quality and which can be variously perceived by the parent, the teacher or even
the child itself (Barnes, 2001).

Involvement of parents in pre-school education allows them to actively
participate in the school and out-of-school life of the school, and also contributes
to the successes of the pre-school educational programme (Dogrul, & Akay, 2019).
This is naturally to the benefit of the child of each parent. Their participation in the
processes of conceptualisation of quality seems justified.

When defining quality, this does not have to be a “gold standard”, which applies
to all situations and contexts (Dahlberg et al,, 2013). We believe that we must
accept the conclusion that quality depends on a number of functions of pre-school
education, which may differ in various settings. These traits may combine various
levels, for instance interaction between the child and the teacher, the class, the
school climate, policy or view of pre-school education in various countries or even
districts (Hujala et al,, 2012).

Children who acquire solid foundations for learning in pre-school age, also
thanks to a high-quality and systematic institutional education, should have better
educational and life perspectives in the future (Melhuish et al., 2015). This vision
should be fulfilled with the significant involvement, support and participation of
the parents of children, potentially by compensation when parents fail. According
to Bayrak and Koksal (2017) parents are important actors in pre-school education
and also valuable sources during research in this field of education.

Involvement of parents in pre-school education is most intensive when
compared to other levels of education. Pre-school facilities often declare that
cooperation with parents is problematic, teachers complain about the difficulty of
meeting their requirements and expectations. During pre-school education
parents must cooperate more with regard to the age of the children, they must
clearly declare their specific expectations related to fulfilment of their
requirements. Despite a common vision of close cooperation between the school
and the family, parents do not have an easy position in the field of education. The
reason for this may be that they act individually and not as an organisation, as a
group with unified attitudes and intentions, when dealing with specific situations.
However, this method of participation is not supported in the educational process
(Kalous, & Vesely, 2006). Even though it must be mentioned that pre-school
education provides the best conditions and psycho-social conditions for this, an
individual approach to the child is most often utilised in nursery school.
Furthermore, parents are also neglected creators of educational policies (Bell, &
Stevenson, 2006; Dahlberg, & Moss, 2007), which indicates their problematic
position when determining what we can consider high-quality in pre-school
education.
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Even though the voice of parents is examined, identified and appreciated in
pre-school education, according to our analysis the concept of quality does not
take parents into consideration. Many proposals are directed towards
reconceptualization of quality in education. However, we have not yet discovered
an explicitly formulated conclusion that parents should be heard more in these
new concepts. It seems that parents are considered amateurs, pedagogic laymen,
who over-rate the situation and have no awareness of what is actually happening
at the kindergarten, and are therefore unable to assess what quality means (Cost,
Quality and Outcomes Study Team, 1995). Furthermore, according to experts,
parents do not even have the tools to evaluate quality (Malik et at., 2016), they are
incapable of assessing which are the relevant indicators of quality. Their
evaluation is based on feedback from their children (of pre-school age), who are
not yet able to provide a real description of what is happening at pre-school and
how education is taking place.

To reflect this situation, there are also interesting suggestions from Rosenthal
and Vandell (2013), who claim that parents evaluate the quality of primary school
better, because they have more experience with these educational institutions,
compared to kindergarten, which is at the beginning of the child’s education
journey. They also dispute the actual expectations of parents, which have a
different content and a more or less real basis and the actual lack of real experience
is considered a disqualification point for “pre-school” parents. The crucial result
that they are nearly always satisfied, that education is nearly always high-quality
in their opinion and better, compared to assessments by experts, is probably the
weakest point of these parents (Rentzou & Sakellariou, 2013).

Our analyses lead us to the conclusion that despite the fact that the importance
of the role of parents is utilised intensively in pre-school education and in many
aspects, their voice is not adequately listened to when defining its qualities. We
endeavoured to reflect the place of parents in how quality itself can be defined,
specified and conceptualised, and what we should consider high-quality in
education. For the time being, experts have the mandate to clarify the issue. But
we can also find ourselves in a situation where what seems to be high-quality in
pre-school education for parents, may not necessarily correspond to expert
opinion and vice versa. If parents did not declare their interests and opinions, or
took their children to kindergartens without complaints, the continuity of the
influence of both environments, school and family, could be preserved. However,
imbalances can be expected in situations when a parent does not agree or has
other visions and declares these. The child itself gets the worst of this situation,
discord or unresolved animosity between both parties can be an obstacle to its
expected development and prosperity.
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Different perspectives and attitudes in evaluation of quality are not a problem.
But what is a real problem according to Dahlberg, & Moss (2007), is when others
assume the attitude that there are no other involved parties and their viewpoint is
the only viewpoint. Although the right to accept various perspectives is defended,
this is only with the major reservation that “everyone involved in the institution of
pre-school education understands the existence of various perspectives and that
the work that the parents, the creators of policies or research workers carry out,
always provides a specific viewpoint, on which decisions or appreciation of values
are based, from which consequences are derived in theory and practice” (Dahlberg
et al, 2007, p. 119). However, mutual respect and reflection of each other’s
opinions and needs can be discussed further.

Conclusion

Parents therefore have much to say when defining quality in education, even
though the plan to conceptualize quality in pre-school education is especially
complicated. Determination of specific quality criteria is usually the work of
experts, ideally the result of social accord. The question is whether this should take
place only on the level of professionals, as it has to date.

Quality is neither natural nor neutral and it can therefore not be considered a
matter of course. How can quality take into consideration context and values,
subjectivity and plurality? How can it satisfy various perspectives, when various
groups in various places have different viewpoint of what quality should be or
interpret its criteria differently? This problem became more urgent when the
importance of the process of determination of quality and also how it should be
accepted by all involved parties, not just academic experts, but also children,
parents and teachers, began to be discussed (Dahlberg & Moss, 2007). Although
converting the viewpoint of parents into indicators of quality is a difficult task, it
can certainly be reflected. Whether these can be interconnected with the
perspectives and survival of the children themselves, who are not only omitted
from this topic and who, as we stated previously, also have a contribution to make
in relation to definition of quality, could also be considered. Especially when
children today are considered actors in their own education and in their own lives
and create a social group, which has its own place in the social structure and in
inter-generational relations. Childhood is a distinctive, socially constructed phase
of life. From this aspect, children, as actors in education, are entitled to enter
processes related to assessment of its quality. This could be another challenge in
relation to the topic of quality in pre-school education.
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