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A reflective paper on my placement experience
Towards the end of my second year at university studying early childhood studies I became unsettled in my practice and pedagogy as a young early years professional. I have my Level 3 nursery nurse NVQ and have been working in early years settings since 2015. I can, without doubt, say that university experience has broadened and provoked my critical thinking. I have had the opportunity to work in the foundation stage within a school; something which is unfamiliar to me and out of my comfort zone. It has been quite an eye-opening experience but has left me unsettled in my values regarding early childhood education and care and my role as a practitioner. 

My placement advocated a play based pedagogy which values children’s learning through play and the outdoors. The school is part of a ‘School Without Walls’ scheme where they encourage lessons to happen outside the classroom, engaging children in school trips and forest school. Most of the play based learning in the foundation stage is adult-led and adult-initiated and is often themed around significant events and celebrations. Despite this being the proposed pedagogy of the setting I observed tension between the school's own ethos and procedures put in place in response to pressure from government organisations. The areas in the EYFS perceived as more academic, literacy and mathematics, are taught formally where the children sit on the carpet or table for an extended period, practicing writing, phonics and number work.  Ofsted’s Bold Beginnings (2018) report emphasises a need to implement sufficient time each day to the direct teaching of reading, writing and mathematics. The power and authority of Ofsted influences teaching as settings such as my own which are expected to provide evidence of children’s progress in these areas. This can cause unnecessary stress on practitioners who are consumed by their responsibility for ensuring that children are achieving targets and the weighty accountability which comes with this. Many would argue that practitioners should be focusing their efforts on providing the learning experiences that children need for their development, not necessarily to achieve set standards but what the children need for their happiness and well-being.
Education is increasingly spoken of within policy in terms of economic value (Ball, 2007) and early childhood education and care (ECEC) is now treated as a commodity with strict standards and guidelines placed upon practitioners and settings by Ofsted and the EYFS. Education is a marketised product but also an investment into human capital with children subjected to strict management through assessment and testing which is starting to work its way down into ECEC (Moss,2019). The Development Matters (2012, p.6) provides guidelines for what children are likely to be achieving developmentally at each age and stage and the document is careful to state that ‘children develop at their own rates, and in their own ways. The guidance should not be used as checklists.’ Contrary to this, presentation of the guidelines within the document may be perceived as prescribed; telling practitioners how and what children should learn, easily leading to children being seen as developmental objects for intervention if their checklist of developmental guidelines is not complete. Practitioners need to challenge their certainty of child development and reflect from their actual experiences, focusing on each child, in their place and current time of need (White, 2015). 

The dominant discourse in ECEC is influenced by the neo-liberalist ideal of the global free market place, which is complex, contradictory and dominated by a discourse of competition and investment. The better children perform academically, the more desirable the school is seen to be; parents want to send their children to the schools that perform well. The state aims to ensure its citizens are equipped to meet the ever-changing demands of neoliberal capitalism. So they ‘future proof’ by preparing children through education for the demands of capitalism by testing and tracking their progress (Moss, 2014).
The issue unfortunately is embedded in the wider context of conflicting pedagogies which arise from differing concepts of the purpose of pre-school provision (Georgeson and Payler, 2013). This is not only affecting the delivery of the EYFS curricula but also the way in which practitioners act and speak with children. The accountability and responsibility of practitioners for ensuring that children perform and succeed in terms of attainment standards is overbearing. There is an evident tension in the relational pedagogy between teacher and child at the setting, especially when it comes to where authority lies. Power is a battle to authorise the truth because truths don’t just happen, they are produced in our struggle to decide the meaning of our actions and feelings (Belsey,2002). I found that when practitioners are stressed and need to gain control over the class they may use phrases such as ‘I am the adult, you need to listen’ and ‘I am in charge you will do what you are told.’ Hochschild, (2003) argues that there is a process whereby positive feelings are expressed upwards in hierarchical situations and negative feelings flow downwards. With teachers having a privileged position, negative feelings and emotions such as stress and anger will be filtered down to the children which is hard when they are not yet mature enough  to understand and cope with other people's negative emotions. 

Having built a good working relationship with the practitioner during my placement my experience suggests to me that she did not mean to use such language when talking to the children. She is a compassionate practitioner who whole-heartedly works alongside her children to know them personally. I can understand that having sole responsibility for a class of 30 children is very demanding and sometimes can result in practitioners losing patience. Children are treated as unequal to adults in a behaviour management context where children’s behaviour may challenge the practitioner's authority. The language children may experience can affect their self worth (White, 2015). Postmodernists have argued that language is connected closely with the politics of knowledge, which is evident in the language we use to think of ourselves and describe our actions and institutions (MacNaughton, 2005).  The dominant neo-liberal discourse suggests that children need to be taught the social norms and expectations, to listen and conform. Children have to struggle to become reasonable and it is not accomplished without the play of power amongst children and between children and adults.

 A pedagogy of listening contests an increasingly dominant idea of education as transmission and reproduction. The Reggio Emilia approach is an established philosophy which advocates the ‘rich child’ image; an understanding that all children are intelligent and on a course of making meaning of the world in a constant process of constructing knowledge and identity, as well as value (Rinaldi, 2006). Listening not only to the child but to every person in an early years setting is a pedagogical approach I wish to take forward with me in my own practice and professional development. There is a need for a resurgence and re-valuing of Reggio principles in ECEC practice. Perhaps the domination of neo-liberal ideas of education overshadows our values as practitioners due to the control of policies on ECEC. We come to realise that these situations are the predictable consequence of trying to do something highly complex within a system organised according to bureaucratic rationality - such as recognising that children learn in a multitude of ways in a world dominated by examination and assessment, or  listening to children’s individual needs when it is democratically fair to accommodate the collective. What pedagogy do you follow in regards to these situations and is it deemed appropriate in terms of the expectations and responsibilities of an early years educator?
MacNaughton suggests that reflection needs to look at current practices, comparing earlier thoughts with how things are now. It also involves looking at how you can change what is happening now (MacNaughton, 2005.) My current reflection on my placement process is one of great uncertainties. I am in a difficult position of knowing and previously experiencing the pressures and practicalities of early years practice. I have now also gained new theoretical knowledge and pedagogical values from my university studies, which conflict with my experience. Mezirow, (2000) theorised this as a transformation, where you become critically aware of your own implied assumptions and expectations and those of others. Working in early childhood education and care is a role where you continually reflect, learn and experiment. I have many questions as I continue to delve further into academia. When I look back on my apprenticeship years I feel disappointed in my practice, recognising mistakes I made when talking and interacting with children. Transformative learning requires emotional maturity - awareness and control. This is what Goleman (1998, P.11, cited in Mezirow, 2000) calls ‘emotional intelligence’; knowing and managing one’s emotions, motivating oneself, recognising emotions in others and handling relationships - as well as clear thinking. Despite being hard to admit, I think this is a massive milestone in my professional development and although my critical reflection makes me unsure of what constitutes high quality early years practice, I know that I am moving towards what I deem to be my own quality pedagogical practice. Discourse is the process by which we have an active dialogue with others to better understand the meaning of an experience and create meaning; it involves bringing order to the contents of the mind by integrating one’s actions into a unified flow experience (Csikszentmihayli, 2002).  I hope by discussing my discontent I will be able to find the meaning I look for when I question what my practice should be. 
 It can be argued that each person is a theorist because she or he “participates in a particular conception of the world, has a conscious line of moral conduct, and therefore contributes to sustain a conception of the world or to modify it, that is to bring to being new modes of thought” (Gramsci (1971) P.9.). I am aware of the discourses and pedagogies which drive my mentor teachers whom I respect and admire for their tireless efforts. However, I am also very intrigued and challenged by the complexity of the interrelation of theory in practice and policy advocated by my well versed and spirited lecturers.  I need to explore further the relationship and tension of theory within practice and the use, or in some cases disregard, for theory and pedagogy within policy. At this moment I am still unsure of whether to follow my pursuit of teaching, as there is a constant battle between my values as an early years pedagogue and the known practicalities of being a practitioner.  Being immersed in the tension between practice, pedagogy and policy I hope to challenge the current system and be part of the movement to change. Through this process I have discovered a newfound  love and desire for a life of continuous learning, research, reflection and advocacy. Perhaps, just getting a better sense of why things are the way they are is helpful, and even if our problems are reflections of structural contradictions that we can do little about individually, knowing that we are not their cause is crucial to our well-being (Brookfield, 2008 p.5.) I hope this will help me to thrive and to become the practitioner I want to be. Although difficult, maybe this phase of my professional development is needed to prepare me to take the brave step to enter a life of challenge and uncertainty which will ultimately lead me to find my role in children’s learning and development.
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