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One of the things I have been most proud of in my teaching career is the way we have transformed EYFS practice at Westlands Primary School and how our approach has spread across the schools in Swale Academies Trust. 
Our Journey
In October 2013 Westlands Primary School was reviewed by an independent consultant who looked at teaching, learning and leadership across the whole school. This was because we had recently had a change of leadership and joined the Swale Academy Trust. The review showed that the school was heading for serious weaknesses and in December 2013 Ofsted came and confirmed this. 

At the time, the Early Years Foundation stage was very formal and subjects such as Geography and History were being taught. There was limited time for children to engage in free flow learning and very few resources. Staff were working harder than the children and it felt like we were having to teach like the rest of the school as well as trying to implement the EYFS curriculum, in effect doubling the workload. As EYFS leader I knew what we were doing did not meet the needs of children but felt I had to teach in this way .  

Fortunately our new leadership understood the importance of a play based curriculum and it was recommended that, as Early Years Foundation Stage Leader, I should spend two days at Rockmount Primary school in London where our current director of education was headteacher. Becoming immersed in the setting at Rockmount it was clear to see that children led their own learning and a play based curriculum was in place. As the EYFS lead I knew exactly what we needed to do to change and seeing the provision at Rockmount gave me confidence to implement what I knew was right. I went away and put together an action plan to share with senior leaders within the school. I was passionate to make the changes I knew needed to be made to enable our children to succeed and was fully supported by the new leadership team in the school. They gave me the opportunity to action the plan and let me lead on the changes.  Our whole provision was changed to focus much more on the children’s interests, allowing them to lead their own learning. 

We looked at changing the whole timetable and structure of the day so children had more opportunities for free flow learning, using the indoor and outdoor environment. This means children can explore and become engaged in activities that interest them for extended periods of time. We make sure a different core book is used every week to ‘hook’ children into their learning and then all activities inside and outside are centred around this text. Teachers think carefully about enrichment opportunities that can support children’s learning with termly topics. They use assessment effectively to inform planning and children’s next steps are shared with all staff. Enrichment activities have been key to developing our provision as children have limited experiences when starting school, so staff must constantly think outside the box.

To support this way of teaching in Early Years we had a budget to buy new resources for indoors and outdoors so as to create an enabling environment where children could be independent and take ownership of their own learning. We made sure there were suitable outdoor wet weather clothes so children could access the outside area in all weathers and we also looked at adult ratios. We recognised that the best resources to support children are adults, we employed extra staff who show passion and enthusiasm for early stages of development and support play based learning. In our 2015 inspection this was recognised by OFSTED who commented on how ‘High staffing ratios ensure that children are very well supported in their learning. Regular assessments of their skills help staff to build effectively on previous learning’.

We recognise the importance of strong parental partnerships so looked at different ways to engage parents in their son/daughter's education. These included stay and play sessions where parents were encouraged to come into school for an afternoon a week; swimming sessions where parents could come and swim with their child and library sessions where parents were encouraged to come and share stories with their children at the end of the day. 

These changes all happened over a half term and the children amazed us with their ability to cope with a change in provision. It showed us how important it is to allow children time, support and opportunities for open ended learning. It was amazing to see children become confident and take risks and showed us how we had made the right decision to change our provision. Staff pulled together as a real team and you could instantly see that they felt valued with time and opportunity to get stuck in with children’s learning and scaffold play rather than mark books and give feedback that children couldn’t read! 

We played to adults’ strengths and involved them in the changes so they felt their voice had been heard. This was really important as we want enthusiastic staff who enjoy being at work and to this day, you can see the delight in staff when they are working with children. It means positive relationships are formed and children trust the adults they are working with which is high on our priority list as we endeavour to make sure they feel safe and secure within the school environment. 

Once we had changed the provision we made a conscious effort to work with staff across the whole school to develop understanding of how we teach in Reception. We had a staff meeting where all teachers were invited to look at the classroom set up and discuss different learning opportunities. We shared our pedagogy with staff and EYFS is no longer classed as the year group that just play! We are seen as an important year group within the school and well respected by staff and leaders.

Our end of year data has been above national levels for the last 4 years and this is due to the opportunities children are given to achieve Good Levels of Development (GLD). We ensure data is used effectively to identify vulnerable groups and this helps with narrowing the gap. One project carried out last year was an in depth gap analysis of disadvantaged pupils. Staff looked at their interests and where the gaps existed and we considered the extent to which children used the indoor and outside environments. It was evident that our disadvantaged pupils spent most of their time outside, particularly in the water play area, so some of the pupil premium funding was spent on resources to support learning. This helped ensure more disadvantaged pupils achieved GLD by the end of the year. 

In May 2015 we were re-inspected by Ofsted and the Early Years Foundation Stage was judged to be outstanding, stating that ‘Outstanding leadership and provision in the early years ensure that children get off to a flying start in Reception’. This is something we are extremely proud of after the 18 month journey to reach this point. Inspectors commented on the deep levels of engagement and high levels of collaboration between children. The children present as independent individuals who have lots of confidence. This is something that is often noted when we have visitors and when we share our excellent practice.

Since that time more schools have joined the Trust and we use the model at Westlands Primary school as an area of excellence for other schools to visit and mirror similar pedagogy. Staff come and spend time at Westlands Primary school and work as part of the team to fully understand the reasons behind the way we teach. I have also worked with other schools to support them to implement changes to their provision and to write action plans and I support leaders with monitoring their provision. We have joint EYFS leader meetings once a term to share ideas and the schools that have recently been inspected by Ofsted have been graded Good or Outstanding for their EYFS provision. Senior leaders in all of these schools recognise the importance of strong foundations in EYFS which helps when trying to make changes. Carrying out cross-moderation ensures we make accurate assessments and I have led training for other members of staff across the Trust to encourage shared understanding. 

Westlands Primary school has gone from strength to strength and although we were graded outstanding, we know there is never a finished product. We are always forward thinking and change the provision based on different cohorts. In 2017 we worked with  Early Excellence to trial their assessment tracker for a year as part of a pilot study. We found it to be a great way of tracking children’s development and it also meant we could have online learning journals for parents to access and add to when they wanted. Parents use this really effectively and it is an excellent way to get a whole picture of the child. All schools in the Trust now use this assessment tool and we compare data termly. 

In 2017 we had a refurbishment at our school so have created a Reception Unit where children can move freely between three classrooms and all areas of development are split across the three rooms. This further enhanced and added a new dimension to the provision. It has meant that we are able to create an enabling environment which is well organised and children can freely access resources. Moyles suggests that ‘children do indeed, develop cognitively and affectively from play within a well-organised environment’ (1989). 

After being so successful in EYFS we have worked a lot on transition and taken the provision in to Year 1. We looked at timetabling and continuous provision as well as still assessing children who didn’t achieve GLD on the EYFS curriculum. Findings from the Hundred Review suggest ‘it was widely believed that, due to the age of the children and their developmental phase, the continuation of aspects of EYFS pedagogy, in particular the use of prime areas and CoEL, would benefit children as they transferred to Year 1 and hence support improved outcomes in KS1’ (Pascal et al., 2017). This is something we focused on when planning for term 1 in Year 1. 

Swale Academies Trust fully agrees with the TACTYC response to Bold Beginnings that the Reception year is ‘important and therefore requires that teachers are well trained and supported in suitable curriculum strategies and pedagogies that are appropriate for the early years, which arguably extend beyond the Reception year, particularly for summer born children’ (2018). 

We strongly believe that giving children the best start to their school life is key to ensuring children flourish and develop into independent learners. We have a strong ethos where we strive to give children opportunities to be independent, creative and excited learners who show high levels of involvement and engagement in well thought out activities. Children should have the right to explore, investigate and challenge themselves both inside and outside the classroom. 

The key to the development of EYFS across our Trust is strong leadership, passion, enthusiasm and a shared understanding of pedagogy between all staff. 
Bibliography
Pascal, C, Bertram, T and Cole-Albäck, A  (2017)  Teaching four and five year olds: The Hundred Review of the Reception year in England. Available online at: http://earlyexcellence.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/10_100-Review_CREC_March_2017.pdf 
Moyles, J (1989)  Just Playing? Buckingham: Open University Press

TACTYC (2017) Bald Beginnings; A response to Ofsted’s (2017) report The Reception curriculum in a sample of good and outstanding primary schools. Available online at: http://tactyc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Bold-Beginnings-TACTYC-response-FINAL-09.12.17.pdf 
