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THE RESPONSE OF THE NATIONAL UNION OF TEACHERS TO THE DFES CONSULTATION “NATIONAL PROFESSIONAL QUALIFICATION FOR INTEGRATED CENTRE LEADERS” – FEBRUARY 2003
The National Union of Teachers (NUT) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the above DfES consultation on proposals to amend the Education (Head Teacher’s Qualifications) (England) Regulations 2003 to take account of the introduction of the National Professional Qualification for Integrated Centre Leaders (NPQICL). 

The proposal that the regulations should be amended so that head teachers of maintained nursery schools are exempted from the mandatory requirement to hold, or work towards, the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) if they hold, or are working towards, the NPQICL is a cause for concern.  

The NUT had serious reservations about the proposals to make NPQH a compulsory requirement, as it believes that NPQH will not necessarily guarantee high quality entrants to headship, but could be a disincentive for potential applicants. It would have expected the NPQH course to now be of such a high standard and to have gained such a positive reputation that the vast majority of aspiring head teachers would wish to participate, without the necessity of making the qualification mandatory for new head teachers. 
Since the NPQH was introduced in 1997, approximately 8,000 teachers have obtained the qualification, a significant proportion of who have decided not to aspire to headship.   Given the difficulties in recruiting head teachers currently, and the significantly lower take-up of the NPQH amongst primary and nursery teachers compared to secondary teachers, it was clear that the introduction of a mandatory requirement for new head teachers to hold the NPQH could only exacerbate these recruitment difficulties for schools.
Notwithstanding its opposition to the principle of the compulsory NPQH, the NUT has argued previously that maintained nursery schools should not be seen to be “separate” and should be treated in the same way as all other schools. The proposal within the current consultation would introduce an unacceptable differentiation between head teachers who work in maintained nursery schools and all other state schools. 
The overarching principle for all head teacher qualifications must be that qualification requirements are applied consistently and fairly. This would not be the case if the proposed amendments to the current legislation were made. The NPQH qualification should be seen as valid and high quality qualification for head teachers who wish to become Integrated Centre Leaders. Requiring head teachers to achieve NPQICL would place an unnecessary additional demand on nursery head teachers’ time and additional hurdle to the development of their career in the future. 
Indeed NPQICL participants do not necessarily need to hold a degree level qualification in order to undertake this qualification, but merely to demonstrate “graduateness”. NPQH candidates, on the other hand, must have at least an honours degree in order to obtain Qualified Teacher Status. Both courses, however, would lead to a qualification of an level equivalent to a third of a masters’ degree.  This devalues the importance of graduate status when compared to a head teacher in the primary sector, particularly as the qualification is intended to have parity with the NPQH.  

The introduction of this qualification also contributes nothing to achieving the Government’s Children’s Workforce Strategy’s target of one graduate member of staff in every early years’ setting by 2015.

In addition, NPQICL participants do not have to have a pedagogical background, and there is little emphasis on teaching and learning within the two strands of the programme, which is more concerned with generic approaches to leadership in the context of working across sectors. The NPQH, in contrast, covers a far wider range of relevant areas, including the strategic leadership of teaching and learning and the strategic direction and development of schools, as well as general management strategies and working with stakeholders. As the consultation document notes, the NPQH is “firmly rooted in school improvement” (paragraph 2.1). This programme would appear to offer a much more rounded view of what leadership of a maintained nursery school actually means in practice, as the focus of the head teacher’s responsibilities must primarily be on educational provision. 

NPQH and NPQICL cannot be interchangeable. NPQH, as indicated above, is of sufficient standard to cover both sets of responsibilities but the NPQICL can only cover at a minimum integrated centre responsibilities.  The proposed interchangeability of the two qualifications would, therefore, inevitably have a detrimental impact on the quality of educational provision offered.  Indeed, it would appear that the introduction of the NPQICL qualification is more concerned with staffing the radically increased number of centres offering early education and care, rather than enhancing professionalism and improving the quality of provision.

The NPQH programme is designed to cover the key areas of the National Standards for Head Teachers. The Standards are used for a variety of purposes, including the performance management of head teachers by governing bodies. Head teachers of maintained nursery settings would therefore be disadvantaged, compared to colleagues in other phases, as they would be assessed against Standards which bear little relation to the qualification which they had gained. 

Information provided by the National College for School Leadership (NCSL) on the funding arrangements for the two programmes indicates that undue preference has been given to promoting the NPQICL qualification, as it is fully subsidised, compared to an 80 per cent subsidy which is offered for those wishing to pursue the NPQH route. The greater costs involved in following the NPQH programme might therefore mean that the NPQICL course is chosen on purely economic grounds. This is particularly likely given that maintained nursery schools typically have less funding and less flexibility in their budget compared to schools in the compulsory age sectors.

To date, the NPQICL has been characterised by lack of consultation – professional associations were only invited to a consultation once the pilot scheme had been operational for several months and the national roll out was announced before any evaluation of the pilot was shared.  This does not augur well for its acceptance by the teaching profession.
Credibility in the role of head teacher of a nursery school almost invariably stems from having had a broad and successful experience of classroom teaching. There is enormous pressure on head teachers to become distracted from the main issues of teaching and learning by the administrative and organisational aspects of headship. Experienced teachers are more likely to continue to focus on essential priorities.
It must remain the norm that an essential qualification for headship in maintained nursery schools is both teaching and senior management experience in schools.  There is no substitute for such experience. If the Foundation Stage is to enjoy parity of status with the primary and secondary sectors, its leaders must be subject to the same requirements and treated in the same way. The proposal set out in this consultation document would create an artificial, but far-reaching, divide between headship in the nursery and the other sectors. For this reason, it is not supported by the NUT. 
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