Megan Taddeo Reflections

Listening to children creates Better Beginnings
Propelling children into a developmentally-inappropriate learning environment in order to accelerate their progress is counter-productive (Crehen, 2016). Contrary to the recommendations of the original EYFS however, provision for play in some Reception classrooms is progressively being marginalised by legislation, initiatives and the ever changing goals of primary schooling (Gunnarsdottir, 2014). This shift in early years pedagogy and practice has intensified since the inception of the New National Curriculum (DfE, 2014) and the Year One Phonics Screening Check (DfE, 2012) and is set to intensify again as the Government prepares to pilot their reworking of the early learning goals (DfE, 2018). Rather than being totally at odds with the National Curriculum and Key Stage One, it appears that Early Years education in England is becoming increasingly more formalised as Early Years teachers are drawn more and more into the wider school performativity culture (Singh, 2015, Bryce-Clegg, 2017). Year One teachers, faced with an overwhelming increase in what needs to be taught in Year One, have begun to look towards Reception class teachers for help with coverage of the curriculum; Reception teachers are thus obliged to prepare their children for the rapid pace of primary school (Moss, 2012).  

The recently published Ofsted report Bold Beginnings: The Reception curriculum in a sample of good and outstanding primary schools (Ofsted, 2017) identifies characteristics of Reception practice in the ‘strongest performing schools’ (p.4) but does little to alleviate the pressures on Reception teachers and children. In the context of transition, the report implies that the increased expectations of the new National Curriculum compel a realignment of the early learning goals. It also recommends that Reception classes should 

devote sufficient time each day to the direct teaching of reading, writing and mathematics including frequent opportunities for children to practise and consolidate their skills  

                                                                                                                                    (Ofsted, 2017, p.7)                    

and

make sure that the teaching of reading, including systematic synthetic phonics, is the core purpose of the Reception Year 

                                                                                                                                    (ibid)                                                                                                                                                                                 

This rings alarm bells for early years transition activists like myself.  

The TACTYC response to Bold Beginnings (Bald Beginnings, TACTYC, 2017, p.1) draws on a strong evidence base of research to counter several of the recommendations made by Ofsted. It also claims that the Bold Beginnings report exposes Ofsted’s ‘underlying agenda of downward pressure’ (TACTYC, 2017, p.6) and bias towards a formal approach to teaching and learning. According to TACTYC, this latest Ofsted report is   

likely to play a powerful role in distorting the balance of the curriculum, early years teaching and young children’s learning and development in their first at school  





                                                                 (TACTYC, 2017, p.1)

This assumption was confirmed by an article appearing on the TES website in June 2018 (O’Brien, 2018). The article outlines the actions that one teacher (the author) is taking in order to make transition from Reception to Year One easier for children in his school. The teacher’s response includes the development of a spiral curriculum which encompasses some of the Year One National Curriculum learning objectives and promotes direct whole class and guided group teaching via PowerPoint presentations in Reception. 

As teachers we have a responsibility to afford the children in our care with the best possible provision. Despite the confines of government, regional and school policy, we also have a moral duty to ‘question (our) own actions on behalf of children’. The expectation that young children can perform within such a prescriptive and un-tailored approach negates the fundamental principles of the EYFS which sets out to support children ‘individually to make progress at their own pace’ (DfE, 2008, para. 1.13). If some children are being propelled into formalised learning long before they are ‘ready’ to learn in this manner, it is hardly surprising that the transition can be problematic.  

My positioning as a Year One teacher/researcher who has recently completed a study which sought children’s perceptions of the transition from Reception to Year One, empowers me to campaign for a more measured response, one which takes into consideration young children’s developmental stages and focuses on holistic development.  Above all, this seeks and acts on children’s perspectives whilst underpinning their future development in reading, writing and mathematics. 
Our educational system often perceives children as unreliable informants about their own lives and incapable of making judgements about matters that affect them. This means that their voices are rarely given the credit they deserve (Qvortrup, 2004). Children are, however, the principal stakeholders in educational policy and practice (Tolfree and Woodhead, 1999). Their perspectives in the critique and reform of education are relevant and important (Cook-Sather, 2002). A constructivist view of learning acknowledges young children as active participants in their own learning (Clark and Moss, 2005), thereby placing importance on young perspectives in the process of learning (Brooker, 2002; Carr, 2000; MacNaughton, 2003). In order for children to identify with a school or teacher’s ways of seeing they need to have their own understandings, representations and perspectives of the world recognised (Brooker, 2002). Using children’s perspectives to guide practice is therefore the only real way to ensure that the curriculum we offer is appropriate to their needs.  

A research project which took place in our school exemplifies how listening to children’s perspectives can lead to new interpretations of established practice. In the study, Year One children shared and used their experiences to improve the quality of the transition from Year R to Year One.  The children revealed that the current valorising of written communication and mathematical skills in Year One had the impact of undervaluing other forms of communication, other learning and other talents. This implied that children’s learning experiences and opportunities for development were being inadvertently skewed by contemporary polices relating to the curriculum focus and by pedagogic practices driven by an accountability and performativity agenda.  The findings caused a shift in the way that adults across our school view children’s learning in areas of the curriculum that had previously been marginalised.  
The research was situated within an ethos which enables children to challenge thinking and to have opinions that differ from those of adults.  Children involved in the research were treated as equal partners; they chose how they participated and took ownership of the study, actively participating in multiple stages of the research process.  The research used methods that respected children’s competencies extensively to enable them to reflect on, express and use their multiple expert experiences for the purpose of helping others who were new to the situation. Within a context of continuous dialogue, children used their preferred modes of communication and chose to demonstrate their perspectives through verbal and non-verbal forms of communication. Visual, spatial and physical tools were not seen as a ‘creative extra’ in the research but were offered as a challenge to the dominant learning modes that value verbal/linguistic skills at the expense of other means of communication. This promoted discourse and facilitated their voice in a creative and flexible way.  
The research approach generated a wide range of individual responses.  Children demonstrated an array of skills and competencies through their chosen forms of communication.  Many chose to use skills and techniques which they had already practised. This gave them confidence and established them as experts from the onset, thereby minimising feelings of disempowerment which a narrow curriculum often evokes and empowering them as skilful communicators. Throughout the research, children were celebrated for using skills and competencies that were compatible with them, thus showing that these skills were recognised and important.  The children chose their own research instruments and developed their own roles and responsibilities in supporting transition for other children. Over a period of time, they suggested methods which shaped the methodology.  They took the lead in deciding what novices needed to know about Year One, what resources would best support them and how they would disseminate their knowledge. This consciously influenced the direction of the study.  It also changed the discourse which often silenced and negated children’s other expertise, and thus led to both children and adults realising that Year One valued more than just reading, writing and maths.  As a direct consequence of the research, Year One practitioners began to develop a more flexible and creative approach to the curriculum that recognised children’s individual skills and interests and Reception practitioners began to talk about and celebrate the novices’ multiple competencies and achievements.  Practitioners across the school became more aware of the limitations of making judgements on children’s ability based on their writing. 

Children in our school acquire all the skills and learning that is specified by the EYFS, National Curriculum and more.  Listening to children’s perspectives, however, has enabled our school to develop a balanced Year One curriculum that inspires and motivates children and gives them opportunities to shine. I would, therefore, strongly recommend that:
· Practitioners elicit children’s perspectives and use them as a starting point for developing transition-friendly practice.  

· Schools and Practitioners persistently check that children’s learning experiences and opportunities for development are not inadvertently skewed by contemporary policies relating to curriculum focus and pedagogic practices driven by an accountability and performativity agendas.

· Practitioners broaden their perspectives of ‘voice’ and ‘listening’ beyond the spoken word, in order that they may facilitate a culture of multiple listening.  

· Practitioners listen to children.  Not the tokenistic kind of listening that pays lip service to children’s voices yet rarely hears what they actually say, but genuine, active listening which recognises children as experts in their own lives and acts upon what they reveal.  
And finally a word from the children involved in the research project in our school:

‘In Year One you can become an expert in lots of things.  Some children are experts in reading or writing or maths.  Some children are experts in art or construction or something else but we all get to be experts at something because everybody’s got something they're best at.’  
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