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Exploring different strategies for implementing the curriculum in the advent of new policies can be challenging. Those with direct responsibility for children's learning and development  need to pay particular attention and to try and clarify how their implementation strategy meets  policy intentions, because how policies are implemented impacts on children's education and development. Action research as a tool can potentially support practitioners' training and thus help everyone adjust to projected changes. This paper uses reflections from my own setting as a case study to show how an action research approach may be used as an implementation strategy in regard to the EYFS (DfE, 2014). Key factors for a truly reflective system are discussed at both practitioner and child levels as well as the basic principles of action research and what it might mean for effective policy implementation. 
Implementation of the EYFS in the light of new policy: Why an action research approach is needed
The Early Years inspection handbook for registered provision states the following in regard to Quality of Education (Ofsted, 2019: p30):
The EYFS (educational programmes) provides the curriculum framework that leaders build on to decide what they intend children to learn and develop. Leaders and practitioners decide how to implement the curriculum so that children make progress in the seven areas of learning. Leaders and practitioners evaluate the impact of the curriculum by checking what children know and can do.
The focus of the updated Ofsted policy, and therefore its impact on inspections, is on planned outcomes as evidenced by children's development. But, because leaders and practitioners are free to decide how they implement the curriculum at practice level, it is particularly important to ensure the planning cycle and intended outcomes are clear. Inspectors are likely to pay particular attention to whether practice is constantly evaluated to ensure that it successfully supports children's learning and development.  
As it stands, the EYFS is mainly a set of standards, principles and guidelines; therefore we are at liberty to explore alternative approaches to implementing the curriculum. The intention must be to focus on practical understanding of the children and the setting and this inevitably takes individual leaders and practitioners on a journey of self-learning. Continuously questioning practice and developing an enquiring/inquisitive mind is essential if we are to move away from repetitive practice simply because it has been customary. Consider for example a child aged 3 years and one month starting at preschool. Following a traditional approach of focusing solely on curriculum outcomes, the key person might choose one of the prescribed  learning intentions from the age range 30-50 months outlined in Development Matters in the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2017). However, adopting an Action Research approach means the child's learning opportunities would derive instead from reflecting on observations of the child over a set period. Through that observation period, the key person's detailed and insightful information, unique to that child, is more likely to inform planning that can build on the child's interests and needs. Many subtle attitudes can only be noticed through observation; for example, if problems related to the child's attention span are observed, it could be worth focusing on investigating and addressing that issue first. The approach advocated by action research gives the key person a platform to do so and to generate first learning intentions around the child's readiness to learn within the setting environment. In this way the key person first focuses on knowing the child, and only then on deciding a starting point for an educational programme based on his immediate needs and interests, rather than focusing on a goal to be achieved defined solely by their age range. 
Those with more professional experience can provide pedagogical leadership, assisting other practitioners to develop appropriate educational programmes within the framework of the EYFS. Such programmes must take into consideration the unique nature of each child and build a curriculum sufficiently flexible to continuously adjust to new policies while still developing effective provision for individual children. To do this successfully it is crucial to explore enquiries at a practical level and ideally this should involve everyone within the setting. Often managers of a setting do not attend practitioners’ weekly meetings that focus on activities planning but for an effective action research approach, weekly reflective sessions need to bring together all staff, both practitioners and managers. During such sessions, reflective journals of rooms and of individual practitioners can be analysed and made use of to generate important insights. If this sort of weekly reflective session precedes planning then it can inform learning intentions for each individual child as well as for each room over the coming period.  Such a system also enables others from outside the setting to understand practice from a practitioner's point of view and thus be able to “walk in their shoes”, understand what they are offering and be able to get why they approach their practice in the way they do. In my setting, implementing this type of change was quickly noticed through, amongst other things, the growing confidence of my team and shown in the measurable impact of our curriculum on children. That impact was also noted by the local Early Years Advisory team and by Ofsted inspectors who were able to identify the effectiveness of our practice and its consequent effect on the children. 
Action research and the implementation of the EYFS  
Action research refers to a ‘living inquiry’ of the way real-life experiences underpin an investigation (Wicks et al., 2008) and this makes practitioners central to the process (Robson, 2011). Indeed, Brown and Jones (2001) advocate that action research can encourage practitioners to problematise areas of practice that have previously seemed ‘common-sense’. Thus a systematic process of questioning the sequence of planned learning for each child through specific observation periods, instead of simply picking learning intentions from those prescribed by EYFS documentation, allowed us  to provide  learning opportunities based on observations and reflections from those who worked most closely with them. These perspectives are more likely to be meet the actual needs of children in the context of our setting and also more likely to help achieve meaningful goals, including, ultimately, all those indicated by the EYFS for the age range. An action research approach allows us to question our own practice, to learn from it and to follow a path of self-improvement. In addition, action research encourages practitioners to seek alternative stories as explanations by reflecting in more detail on their own practice (Brown and Jones 2001). In my own experience of practice and leadership in the field of early years care and education, I have noticed that practitioners can struggle to adapt to prescribed learning outcomes of the EYFS irrespective of the team. Those experiences prompted thoughts about how things might be approached differently through a new approach whereby practitioners can be supported to develop their own curriculum within the framework of the EYFS.  Action research has served that purpose perfectly and by engaging practitioners in a constant process of investigating children's learning alongside curriculum development, it has considerably increased practitioners' awareness of their own competences and abilities, encouraging them to own the EYFS and to develop it from a perspective of  expertise and personal reflection on practice.
At the child level

According to the EYFS, 
“children are born ready, able and eager to learn. They actively reach out to interact with other people, and in the world around them. Development is not an automatic process, however. It depends on each unique child having opportunities to interact in positive relationships and enabling environments”. (DfE, 2017)
The statement above refers to some key words (unique child, interaction and environment) that should underpin practitioners own strategic approach to the task of developing educational programmes for children, their demonstration of each child's learning process and children's progress in the seven areas of learning. It is essential to acknowledge the individuality of any particular child and to be clear about how to approach them on a daily basis. That is, to be able to identify specific learning opportunities practitioners can  provide for that child and a rationale for such decisions. It is also important to identify the type of information and support a practitioner needs from others (parents, colleagues, other professionals) regarding each child and what purpose this serves. We need to be explicit about the reasoning process behind decisions as well as specific choices the practitioner makes and the rationale for their thinking. For example, if we refer back to the case of the 3 year old child starting preschool with a potential issue of limited attention span detected during the initial observation period, the sequence of learning opportunities for this particular child will be different from that of one with no such problem. This particular child, despite difficulty in paying attention, is still able and eager to learn; their key person just needs to expose them to the right opportunities. Identifying what these opportunities might be in order to inform planning  is dependent on how good and up to date a reflective journal is kept and how thoughtful are subsequent reflective sessions with practitioners and managers.  
Factors to consider when developing a reflective system
There are a number of elements central to an effective and adequate reflective system. The first is the set of evidence generated through practitioners’ daily observations of children. Evidence from observations recorded in a reflective journal or notepad   constitute the basis of reflective sessions involving the rest of the team and insights generated should also be recorded as a basis for planning future steps. Appropriate coaching can be useful to support less experienced staff through the process, encouraging relationships and interaction at a practical level. It can help them to identify and recognise learning opportunities and understand how to create an enabling environment. Coaching may also be needed for individual staff to reinforce their ability to create and follow a virtuous cycle of observation, assessment and planning. Such coaching also supports practitioners in developing a purposeful reflective journal, considering why they decide to approach a learning situation this way instead of that way, or why a certain way of interaction works better with this child rather than that one. 
Another set of evidence is generated during staff supervision. Here, the leader and the practitioner discuss the practitioner’s key children's educational programmes and reflective journals, It is a moment to revisit together the practitioner voice, cross-check and acknowledge their approach, its strengths, its potential weaknesses and the reasoning process behind their choices. Supervision is a good opportunity for practitioners to  become more aware of who they are as early year professionals and to gain better understanding of the meaning and purpose behind their practice. 
Conclusion

Regardless of any future revisions, an action research approach provides an alternative framework for implementing the EYFS, where children and practitioners are the main focus point for developing the curriculum and individual children's educational programmes. Indeed, with action research the impact of the curriculum on children learning can be evaluated alongside practitioner performance and thus help to build a reflective system of implementation based on practice and effectiveness. In addition it helps to promote a sense of ownership among practitioners and this brings the added advantage of fostering job satisfaction. 
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