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CHAPTER 1

The Quest for Social Strategy

Sharon Lynn Kagan
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Sometimes the most profound ideas are simply expressed. So it is with the
thoughts of the late Julius Richmond, who, in tackling the complex matter of
social change, succinctly summarized its three accelerants: the prevalence of a
well-researched knowledge base, the existence of political and public will, and
the presence of a codified social strategy. He should know. A scholar, physician,
and former surgeon general of the United States, Richmond is widely credited
with spearheading the global cessation of smoking and with strategizing poverty reduction through the establishment of the landmark Head Start program.
Clearly, he tackled big issues, demonstrating his keen understanding of what it
takes to engineer social reform.
INTRODUCTION: THE RATIONALE
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This volume is about social reform, specifically that which affects young
children and their families throughout the world. Without much fanfare,
but with remarkable alacrity, countries’ understandings of the potency of
the earliest years of life are shifting, and with them, the investments that are
made and the policies that are invoked to alter the nature and amount of
services provided for young children. This volume, then, tells the story of
just how such remarkable social change has come to pass.
To do so, this book takes a particular slant. Guided by Richmond’s
dictum, it acknowledges that the notable advancements in both policies and
services for young children owe their existence, in part, to two elements of
Richmond’s trilogy: the production and popularization of a rich research
base, and the use of that research base to generate and energize public will.
Catalytic research emanating from neuroscience, economics, and the evaluation sciences has catapulted early childhood to the attention of policymakers and the public, dramatically increasing social concern about, and
attention to, the field.
Despite these notable advancements, this volume contends that
Richmond’s third accelerant, the development of a social strategy, has
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lagged significantly. In the frenzy to do right by young children, countries
around the globe are enacting chaotic policies and services that, lacking
coherent planning and structures, often compromise quality and efficiency.
Social strategy, as the third dimension of the Richmond formula for social
reform, is often neglected in the rapid press to launch services. However
robust the efforts, full understanding and management of the social strategies that presage them is lacking. But social strategy matters greatly, so a
good grasp of its nuances and intricacies needs to be far more widespread
if the desired social changes on behalf of young children are to be fully
implemented and realized.
This is where The Early Advantage comes into play. Composed of two
volumes, The Early Advantage 1: Early Childhood Systems That Lead
by Example and this volume, The Early Advantage 2: Building Systems
That Work for Young Children, the set examines how jurisdictions that
are well along in their quest to advance children’s well-being and developmental outcomes are strategically and inventively designing and implementing early childhood policies and services. In addition to chronicling
what exists for young children, the volumes provide informed, and perhaps profound, analyses of why and how these strategies came to be.
While according homage to the abundant research base and the remarkably strong public will that exists, the volumes are squarely positioned to
dissect, and hence to shed light on, the social strategy that is propelling
policies and services for young children. Driven by the desire to round
out the Richmond trilogy of available information, this volume focuses
specifically on social strategy.
Beyond emerging from need, the volumes emanate from urgency. Given
the mounting momentum for action and the massive reforms for young children that are already under way, the quest to understand social strategies
that work could not be timelier. Social change is inevitable. The question
at hand, then, is how to marshal that change to evoke improvements in
the quality, equity, efficiency, and sustainability of services for the young
children of today and tomorrow. Enhanced understanding of social strategies that work is needed, and needed now, if meaningful and durable social
reform of early childhood services is to be realized.
To understand the history and mechanisms associated with such positive change, the authors examined six jurisdictions (Australia, England,
Finland, Hong Kong, the Republic of Korea, and Singapore) that are making significant headway in both their social strategy for, and in the outcomes
that are accruing to, young children. Grounded in solid documentation and
validated analyses, The Early Advantage addresses serious gaps in the field’s
strategic implementation knowledge about practices and policies for young
children, precisely at the time when such information can be utilized by
countries across the globe.

The Quest for Social Strategy
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But why a set of volumes? As this is a unique analysis that seeks to
enrich the literature regarding social strategy, there is a lot of experience
on which to draw, and there is a great deal to learn. The first volume, The
Early Advantage 1: Early Childhood Systems That Lead by Example, tells
the individual stories of the six jurisdictions, focusing on understanding
the whys and whats of their efforts for young children. Penetrating and
poignant, these narratives evolve in six different policy contexts and reveal
six remarkably distinct rationales and approaches to policy construction
and service delivery.
Now, in this second volume, The Early Advantage 2: Building Systems
That Work for Young Children, the focus shifts away from individual narratives to key strategic constructs that transcend the selected jurisdictions.
The aim here is to describe how early childhood systems are created and
supported. Using a thematic approach, this volume analyzes the social strategies that have accompanied these herculean changes. And indeed, despite
significant differences among the jurisdictions, the analysis suggests that five
“pillars,” or domains of effort, each composed of three building blocks,
emerge as essential and strategic correlates of an ECEC system. Although
not all jurisdictions have perfectly implemented all the building blocks, each
has made significant progress on most of them. In essence, then, the pillars
are aspirational but represent the distilled learnings about social strategies
that can evoke policies and practices, and ultimately systems, to support
young children and their families. As such, this volume provides concrete
tools for action.
Stated differently, if the first volume sought to reflect on the stories
of six individual jurisdictions, this volume seeks to affect social change in
scores of nations. If the first volume addresses the whys and whats of early
childhood social change, this volume focuses on the hows. If the first volume sought to analyze ideas and phenomena, this volume seeks to catalyze
action. Although distinct, together the two volumes form a duology that advances inventive frameworks, narratives, and strategies designed to improve
policies and services for young children and their families.
Studying such a complex phenomenon as social change is in itself a
huge task, made even more complicated by the rapidity with which such
change is occurring in the six selected jurisdictions. To carry out the study
on which both volumes of The Early Advantage are predicated necessitated
strong support from the National Center on Education and the Economy
(NCEE); from Teachers College, Columbia University; and from the institutions represented by its principal investigators: the late Collette Tayler
(Australia), Kathy Sylva (England), Kristiina Kumpulainen (Finland),
Nirmala Rao (Hong Kong), Mugyeong Moon (Republic of Korea), and
Rebecca Bull (Singapore). Their work made this journey into the realm of
social change exhilarating.
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The work of shedding light on a phenomenon as ambling and complex as
social change, at a time of immense activity across six dramatically different jurisdictions—each replete with its own cultural, political, social,
and economic context—is an immense undertaking. Spanning continents,
languages, and perspectives, this comparative analysis demanded coherence
in scope and design. Without burdening the reader with overly detailed information, we wish to aid understanding of this volume’s content through a
brief review of the basic study scope, design, and methodology.
Scope of the Work
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To frame the scope of the work and delineate its boundaries, three sets of
definitions follow: (i) the age of the young child, (ii) the breadth of services,
and (iii) the nature of systems.
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Defining the Age of the Young Child. Traditionally plagued by multiple and
often confusing definitions of the precise ages included in the nomenclature,
“young child” definitions abound, frequently framed by the disciplinary
orientation of the speaker. For example, developmentalists, whose work is
grounded in psychology, historically defined the years of early childhood
as spanning the period from birth to ages 6–8. Alternatively, members of
the medical community, noting in utero development, cited the early years
as embracing the prenatal period as well. Early educators, who deal with
implementing programs in a space that is distinct in governance, funding,
and structure from primary schools, often consider the early years to terminate at age 5, or whenever formal schooling commences. In fact, all of
these are correct; they simply reflect different lenses through which the
young child is regarded. The Early Advantage volumes take a broad view,
defining young children as spanning from the prenatal period to the earliest
years of formal school.
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Defining the Breadth of Services. Not unexpectedly, addressing the needs of
children in this wide age span involves multiple services. Reflecting immense
variation, these services are labeled differently in different countries and by
different international organizations. For example, some consider these services broadly to include health, nutrition, education, and social protection,
ascribing them the appellation early childhood development (ECD). Others,
describing the same services, term them early childhood development and
education (ECDE) or simply early childhood services. Complicating matters
is the need to distinguish these broad services from more narrowly defined
care and education services, a subgroup of services that is described with
a similarly variegated and complex set of titles including early childhood
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education (ECE), early care and education (again ECE), early childhood care
and education (ECCE), and early childhood education and care (ECEC).
In both volumes of The Early Advantage, we have elected to use and
distinguish between two terms: the first, comprehensive early development
(CED) services, is broader and embraces the second, early childhood education and care (ECEC) services. CED, as it is used throughout this volume, is composed of two categories, general health and welfare services and
ECEC services. General health and welfare includes a wide range of services
to young children and their families, including prenatal, perinatal, social
welfare, and protective services. ECEC specifically encompasses home- and
center-based services that are developmental and educational in nature. This
volume addresses CED services generally, particularly in Chapters 2 and 3,
but predominantly focuses on ECEC services.
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Defining the Nature of Systems. Steeped in the reality that CED spans diverse
disciplines and is operationalized in programs and services that are administered by multiple ministries or departments, this study adopted a systems
framework as an analytic approach. Beyond encompassing such multidisciplinary orientations, a systems approach acknowledges that the provision of
direct services alone cannot evoke anticipated outcomes if such services are
not supported by an infrastructure. Thus an ECEC system, as the term is used
in this volume, embraces the direct services received by children and families
and the infrastructure that supports those services. Indeed, the formula “8
minus 1 equals 0” suggests that, in addition to children’s direct services (the
first element of the system), seven elements of the infrastructure (governance,
finance, pedagogical quality, transitions, workforce development, data-driven
improvement, and engagement) must be in place for a high-performing system to exist (Kagan & Cohen, 1996). Lacking any one element, the system is
compromised. Using a systems orientation, this volume examines how ECEC
systems emerge and shape the lives of young children and their families.

Design of the Work
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Armed with definitions that delineate the scope of the study and this volume, we turn to a discussion of the design of the study: (i) the research
questions, (ii) the Theory of Change, and (iii) the methodology.

Research Questions. Three sets of research questions guided the inquiry and analysis: descriptive, comparative, and explanatory questions.
Descriptive questions aimed to evoke understandings of “whats” (e.g., what
systemic elements are in place; what governmental structures and frameworks have been established; what conditions precipitated CED and ECEC
efforts). Comparative questions addressed ways the jurisdictions are similar and different in terms of ideologies, policies, services, practices, and
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priorities. Finally, explanatory questions aimed to extract the rationale for
and the strategies that support the ways jurisdictions deliver, monitor, and
improve services for young children.
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Theory of Change. Theories of change, as predictions of how social change
takes place, are helpful formatively in crafting the research questions and
framing the study design; they are also helpful summatively in reflecting
on how, why, and to what end such change took place. Often presented
as a somewhat stylized picture of how change is speculated to occur, such
theories have limitations in that, by design, they condense complex phenomena. However imperfect, the theory of change that undergirds this study
was originally posited by Kagan and Gomez in 2015; augmented by Kagan,
Araujo, Jaimovich, and Aguayo in 2016; and further refined for this analysis. As described in Figure 1.1, it currently suggests that positive child and
family well-being (F) are predicated on systemic outputs (high-quality, equitably distributed, sustainable, and efficient services) (D) and family supports
(E), which are achieved only in the presence of an effective system (C). Such
a system is based on a clearly delineated infrastructure (B) that supports
diverse programs (A), sometimes linked by boundary-spanning mechanisms
(BSMs) that integrate programs and services across ministerial boundaries.
All malleable, these factors are encased in both econo-political (e.g., demographics, social thinking/movements, governmental leadership, funding) (G)
and sociocultural (e.g., values, beliefs, heritages, religions) (H) contexts.

Methodology

Br

Three components explicate the study and its methodology: (i) jurisdictional
selection; (ii) data collection, analysis, and validation procedures; and (iii)
limitations.
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Jurisdictional Selection and Identification. Two data sets guided the selection
of the six jurisdictions that participated in the study: (a) Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) performance rankings for mathematics and (b) ECEC performance rankings for quality. More specifically,
this study divided the top 30 PISA 2012 countries into three groups (high,
1–10; medium, 11–20; and lower, 21–30), ranked according to their mathematics results (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development,
2012). To discern the quality of ECEC programs, the study used composite
scores from the 2012 Economist Intelligence Unit’s Starting Well report,
which examined four criteria of ECEC systems: (i) social context, (ii) availability, (iii) affordability, and (iv) quality. The top 30 countries from this
report were then divided into the same three groups (high, 1–10; medium,
11–20; and lower, 21–30). Ultimately, the constructs and each of their three
categories were cross-mapped to form nine cells, in which overlapping
countries were listed (Table 1.1).
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Table 1.1. Selected Countries
PISA High

PISA Medium

PISA Lower

Economist high

Finland

Republic of
Korea

Belgium
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Denmark

Netherlands

New Zealand
Norway

UK—England
France

Economist medium

Hong Kong

Germany

Switzerland

Austria

Japan
Economist lower

Canada

Singapore

Australia

Taiwan

Czech Republic
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Given these different performance profiles, and given that only five to
six jurisdictions could be involved in this study due to fiscal and temporal
constraints, one from each cell of the three PISA high-performing jurisdictions and one jurisdiction from each of the three Economist high-performing countries was selected. Using these criteria, five jurisdictions that were
high-performing, either on the PISA or the Economist ECEC rankings, but
not necessarily on both, were selected: the Republic of Korea, Hong Kong,
Singapore, Finland, and the UK (ultimately, this was narrowed to England,
the largest country in the UK). One additional country, Australia, was added for three reasons: first, it represents a totally different profile (medium
PISA and low Economist rankings); second, it demonstrates unprecedented
quality work; and third, its mixed market and highly differentiated state approaches to early childhood remarkably parallel the United States. In total,
then, diverse regions of the world were represented, a structure that proved
valuable as the importance of context was unveiled.
A few terms merit mention. First, throughout this volume, the Republic
of Korea is often referred to as simply South Korea. Second, Hong Kong
is fully recognized as a special administrative region of China; however,
because five of the six selected jurisdictions are countries, when discussed in
the collective, this volume will interchangeably refer to them as jurisdictions
or countries, though the authors acknowledge the important distinctions
between the terms.
Data Collection, Analysis, and Validation. Given the innovative nature of
the study and its cross-national sample, methods for standardization and
validation of data collection strategies were critical. Standardized research
tools, developed after a lengthy consensual development process, and standardized categories of policymakers, government officials, and CED leaders

