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			Introduction

The importance of play for child development was first theorised by the influential Russian psychologist Vygotsky. He suggested that during play, children exercise control over their mental activity, setting themselves appropriate challenges and creating their own ‘zone of proximal development’ within which learning is most powerfully enhanced (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 78). More recent research has supported this view. Play has been shown to provide a powerful context for the development of language skills and vocabulary, which in turn support self-regulation (Whitebread, 2015). Leading Early Years theorists, such as Jean Piaget and Maria Montessori, have all ascertained that play is a child’s work. Whilst many Early Years practitioners have a good understanding of play theories and child development – the bedrock of Early Years provision – this is often diminished in other areas of the education sector, such as schools or wider society. Here the prevailing language used (for example, ‘All they do is just play all day at Nursery’ or ‘They will start proper learning at big school’) devalues the fact that play is how young children learn.  

			This tension is exacerbated through the organisation of Early Years provision in England. The recently updated non-statutory guidance, Development Matters, sets out the standards for learning and development from birth to five years for the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (Department for Education (DfE), 2020). Alongside this are the statutory Early Learning Goals, which provide a yardstick against which achievement at the end of a child’s Reception year can be measured. These developments, which should be in place in all settings by September 2021, are not without criticism. Not giving enough emphasis to play, increasing the emphasis of some of the Early Learning Goals and confusion for practitioners over child development stages are some of the concerns levied at the document (Coalition of Early Years Sector Organisations, 2020). As a result, Birth to 5 Matters is being developed with the Early Years sector, drawing on the existing base of expertise – research evidence and practice knowledge. Its purpose is to support implementation of the statutory EYFS, with an emphasis on providing practitioners with the guidance and further information they want to help them meet children’s needs in line with their ethos and pedagogy (The Early Years Coalition).

			EYFS often transcends settings, being split across Early Years practitioners (pre-schools, nurseries, childminders, nursery schools and Reception classes), and subsequently difficulties arise through the interpretations of different institutions and a lack of shared language. Most young children begin the EYFS in a nursery or pre-school setting and then transfer to schools for the final year (known as Reception) in the September after their fourth birthday. Whilst the professionals in these settings often work together to ensure a smooth transition – and for some children, the Foundation Stage is a continuation, as they attend a nursery attached to a school – this ‘break’ in the Foundation Stage is challenging. Schools can be very rigid organisations, operating set times at which children are required to attend, whereas day nurseries and pre-schools offer a more flexible pattern of attendance to reflect the needs and wishes of the parents and families. Although there is a shared non-statutory framework, there is little time or opportunity for nurseries, pre-schools and Reception teachers to work together on professional development, curriculum design, moderation and assessment outside of pockets of locally organised initiatives. 

			The situation is compounded by the current accountability system in England. Statutory baseline assessments undertaken in the first few weeks after a child starts school (or at the beginning of their final year in EYFS) are required and submitted to the DfE. This in turn provides data which is subsequently used to measure progress of children throughout primary school. These ‘tests’ are at odds with the many theories associated with child development and play (as well as the values and beliefs of Early Years practitioners) because of the focus on the more easily measured knowledge-based elements of the EYFS (for example, language, communication and literacy and mathematics). It is far harder to measure the three prime areas identified in the Foundation Stage – 1) Personal, Social and Emotional Development (PSED); 2) Communication and Language; and 3) Health and Self-Care – using such metrics. It is even more challenging to consider the Characteristics of Effective Learning, the underpinning pedagogy of the Foundation Stage curriculum. In addition, this can be considered another example of the fractured Foundation Stage, where all the observations and assessments of children undertaken by the previous setting over several years are all but ignored. This situation can result in practitioners feeling under pressure for children to achieve; yet as research tells us, learning is not linear (Stewart, 2015). Nor does formal learning usually start so young (Dubiel and Kilner, 2017). This leads us back to the theme of the opening section of this chapter that play is indeed a child’s work.  

			As a result, practitioners need to be skilled to recognise, understand and deal with these tensions in the system; and becoming research-informed is a possible approach that can help here. A salutary reminder of this was the publication of Bold beginnings (2018) by Ofsted, which provided an empirical analysis of 41 good and outstanding schools, selected because they performed highly against a range of indicators, including EYFS development levels, the phonics screening check and attainment at Key Stage 1 (Mujis, 2018). A swift rejoinder from the Association for Professional Development in Early Years (TACTYC) suggested that the report had cherry-picked evidence and that Early Years is a distinct curriculum – not just a preparation for Key Stage 1 (and the National Curriculum). To counteract such claims presented in reports such as Bold beginnings, TACTYC suggested that ‘[a]ll reception teachers need robust, research-informed understanding of child development, curriculum and pedagogy appropriate to young children’ (TACTYC, p. 2). The reference to Reception teachers is in response to the focus of Bold beginnings, but could extend to include all Early Years practitioners. 

			That Early Years professionals might benefit from becoming research engaged follows other similar developments in the field of education. In recent years there has been a growing commitment towards all educational practitioners using rigorous research evidence to improve the quality of teaching and subsequently student outcomes (Brown, Flood and Handscomb, 2020). In addition to school improvement, the use of research can aid professional development (ibid.), lead to improved decision-making and provide greater job satisfaction for practitioners. Yet becoming research-informed is a challenge, and practitioners face many barriers such as time, opportunities and access to relevant quality research (Brown, 2015). For example, some of the available research is of mixed quality and relevance. Some areas – such as the importance of play for young children’s development – have a strong bank of evidence to draw upon, while it proves harder to locate quality evidence that is relevant in others, such as imaginative role play. Practitioners also need the necessary research literacy skills to unpick research that is offered, assessing its relevance to their context and the robustness of the research design. The aforementioned Bold beginnings provides a case in point here: the study was a relatively small-scale study and showcased non-representative findings from 41 Reception class settings in schools deemed good or outstanding by Ofsted. In other words, these schools were selected because of their high performance against a range of indicators (such as EYFS development levels, Year 1 phonics screening checks and attainment at Key Stage 1), and therefore the findings might not be applicable to all settings. 

			This book represents a collection of think pieces from a variety of people with a wealth of Early Years knowledge and experience, all committed to driving improvement in Early Years education through being research-informed. It is intended to support anyone who is involved in Early Years in understanding what it means to become research-informed and what this might look like in practice. The second in a series of research-informed books edited by us, the focus on Early Years was conceived at a local BrewED Early Years event which took place days before the first national lockdown in March 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. This event, organised by David Wright (a contributor to this collection), united practitioners from nurseries, pre-schools and Reception classes, school leaders, consultants and academics in professional learning and research-informed discussion for a day of talking and reflecting on all things Early Years. Little did we know at that time that it was to be the last professional face-to-face learning many of us would be able to participate in for many months, or that many settings were to face extreme challenges in the coming weeks. 

			We have organised the book as follows. The first section reflects on the benefits of Early Years practitioners becoming research-informed. Here authors such as Aaron Bradbury and Sue Allingham provide strong arguments for researched-informed practice in Early Years. Aaron, for instance, suggests that research should help practitioners become critical of and reflective on what they are doing and why, whilst similarly Sue recommends practitioners should challenge their thinking through becoming research-informed and engaging with evidence that may run contrary to their philosophy. The chapters by Kristina Westlund and Katie Sears both provide an international perspective for practitioners on what using research in practice might look like in an Early Years setting. Kristina offers insights from an action research project in Sweden, whilst Katie discusses her own use of research to aid her own professional development and how this has looked in her current role as a Reception teacher in Hong Kong. David Wright continues the theme of professional development as he charts his own research journey – imploring the reader to always be curious – and what this has meant for the nurseries he runs. Alistair Bryce-Clegg reflects on his own experiences of becoming research-informed through further study that has equipped him to question dominant discourses in education and the motivations needed to become an active user of research evidence. This section concludes with Alexandra Harper offering an Australian perspective on the benefit of teacher accreditation as a way of becoming research-informed.

			The next section focuses on specific themes within Early Years education and the importance of engaging with high-quality and relevant research to develop thinking, innovate and reflect on these changes. Dominic Wyse’s chapter on children’s agency and the curriculum provides the starting point of this section and uses the Early Years curriculum as a suitable starting point to raise complex questions about the place of research in relation to practice and policy. With classroom practice firmly in mind, both in terms of indoor and outdoor provision, the next two chapters consider how research was used to develop two innovative projects. Firstly, Shonette Bason-Wood provides an insight into a movement-based approach to early writing and how research helped her develop this in an age-appropriate (and fun) way. Another popular Early Years theme – learning outdoors – is explored by Julie Mountain, as she describes the research-inspired project Learning through Landscapes. Julie highlights the benefits of working with other stakeholders, in this instance academics, to aid knowledge acquisition and to act as a critical friend. In their chapter Jane Flood and Matt Perrett continue this theme, describing the impact of being involved in a Research Learning Community facilitated by a Teaching School Alliance in partnership with an academic and the subsequent changes to outcomes for summer-born children that have occurred. The notion of working in partnership with other stakeholders – in the context of Early Years the importance of working with parents – is subsequently explored in the next two chapters. Janet Goodall explains clearly the importance of using research for professional development and making changes to practice in the context of parental engagement. Then Gina Sherwood picks up many of these themes in her chapter, which provides an example of how to carry out research on partnership relationships with parents and carers in your setting. Leadership can provide the supportive conditions needed for the Early Years sector to become research-informed, suggests Lewis Fogarty in the penultimate chapter. Lewis offers the Four Pillars of Pedagogy framework that leaders in settings and schools can use to reflect, support, develop and celebrate their own practice. 

			We finish with a chapter written by Professor Sue Rogers that both expands upon and corrals the ideas presented, and which provides some final food for thought on how you can link research and teaching within and across Early Years settings. We, the editors – having read all the chapters that comprise this book – feel that they are packed with insight and that, in bringing the book together, we have produced something truly comprehensive. But, as ever, we try not to assume, so if you think a key idea or case study is still out there (or even if you think another aspect of teaching would benefit from the ‘Revolution’ focus), we’d love to hear from you! 

			
References

			Association for Professional Development in Early Years (TACTYC) (2017). Bold beginnings: A Response to Ofsted’s (2017) report, Bold beginnings: The Reception curriculum in a sample of good and outstanding primary schools. Retrieved from https://tactyc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Bold-Beginnings-TACTYC-response-FINAL-09.12.17.pdf.

			Brown, C. (ed.) (2015). Leading the use of research and evidence in schools. London: IOE Press.

			Brown, C., Flood, J. and Handscomb, G. (2020). The research-informed teaching revolution: A handbook for the 21st century teacher. Woodbridge: John Catt Educational.

			Centre for Research in Early Childhood (2020). Birth to 5 Matters – feedback from CREC’s consultation event. Retrieved from http://www.crec.co.uk/announcements/B25M-consultation-event-feedback.

			Coalition of Early Years Sector Organisations’ statement on the new non-statutory guidance for the EYFS (2020). Retrieved from https://www.early-education.org.uk/press-release/coalition-early-years-sector-organisations-statement-new-non-statutory-guidance-eyfs. [URL inactive]

			Department for Education (2020). Development Matters: Non-statutory curriculum guidance for the early years foundation stage. Retrieved from https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/944603/Development_Matters_-_non-statuatory_cirriculum_guidance_for_EYFS.pdf [URL inactive].

			Dubiel, J. and Kilner, D. (2017). Teaching four and five year olds: The Hundred Review of the Reception year in England. Early Excellence publication. Retrieved from https://tactyc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/EX_TheHundredReview_Report_.pdf.

			Grenier, J. (2019). What happened to curriculum in the early years? Retrieved from https://impact.chartered.college/article/what-happened-to-curriculum-early-years/?utm_campaign=1639547_12.%20December%202%202020%20early%20career%20members.&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Chartered%20College%20of%20Teaching&dm_t=0,0,0,0,0.

			Ofsted (2018). Bold beginnings: The Reception curriculum in a sample of good and outstanding primary schools. Retrieved from https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/663560/28933_Ofsted_-_Early_Years_Curriculum_Report_-_Accessible.pdf.

			Mujis, D. (2018). Bold beginnings and the importance of reception. Retrieved from https://researched.org.uk/2018/07/04/bold-beginnings-and-the-importance-of-reception-3/.

			Stewart, N. (2015). Development Matters: A landscape of possibilities not a road map. Retrieved from https://eyfs.info/articles.html/teaching-and-learning/development-matters-a-landscape-of-possibilities-not-a-roadmap-r205/.

			The Early Years Coalition (2021). Birth to 5 Matters: Non-statutory guidance for the Early Years Foundation Stage. Retrieved from https://www.birthto5matters.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Birthto5Matters-download.pdf.

			Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

			Whitebread, D. (2015). Play and Self-regulation. Play in Education Development and Learning. Retrieved from https://www.pedalhub.org.uk/play-piece/play-and-self-regulation.

		

	
		
			From being to becoming – Early Years education and research within practice

				
					
Aaron Bradbury

					Aaron Bradbury is an Early Childhood Academic, paying close attention to all aspects of Early Years and child-centred practice, workforce development, child development and research. 

					His current role is that of Principal Lecturer for Childhood and Early Years at Nottingham Trent University, based within the Institute of Social Sciences.

				

			
Research in practice 

			You always hear how research needs to be practice-informed within the Early Years. But how much research is truly practice-informed? I would be wrong if I said that all the research I do is taken 100 per cent from professionals working with children. But how do we move research into practice? Firstly, we (academics and leaders within education) must advocate for practitioners to expand within their experience by engaging in research. Early Years educators are continually doing this within their practice through daily enquiry, evaluation and investigation. So we must not make research a ‘scary’ thought – something that is done on a whim or not done at all. Practice-based research is the aim of what I am going to be discussing here, and I will then refocus the discussion around becoming research-informed. 

			There are many aspects of my role as a researcher that allow me to discuss certain areas of research and how to relate these to Early Years teaching practice. There are many factors which have allowed me to successfully move research into my own practice, and this has been reinforced through a reflective approach. Becoming a reflective practitioner allowed me to think critically about certain points within my own practice, thus providing me with the time and space to think about the ‘why’ and ‘what if’ scenarios within the classroom environment. I call this ‘positioning us for research’. Work-based research has to take into account the many ways in which the work of professionals within the Early Years landscape has changed and is continually changing. You could argue that there is some certainty within Early Years education and that we may always need to adapt, respond to change and continually improve because of policy reviews and directives throughout the UK. These place a high level of expectation on the teacher/professional through target setting and professional expectations. Trying to be research-informed on top of this might seem to be an expectation too far. So let’s break this down and let me tell you how I overcame these hurdles. 

			Undertaking research was not something that happened naturally for me, just like it may not happen naturally for you either. Most research comes from the interconnectivity involved in being interested in something. For me, it was the desire to know about what the child was thinking and the reason behind why children did things in certain ways. At the same time, I was also interested in how we as adults supported children’s learning and development and held on to the principles underlying outcomes for the child. Ultimately, my early research was carried out through observations and evaluations within the classroom setting – it had to happen somewhere. But it was how I was interpreting what I had seen that mattered most. You get the feeling that you want to know more, so you head for the books and then this gives you further scope to go and read journals. It was this element of reading about child development and then seeing it in reality that got me thinking critically. Reading is an important aspect of research; you start to read critical writing that transforms your own critical thinking processes. I started asking questions and then began to associate the current literature with what I was seeing in practice. This was when the light-bulb moment happened!

			
Being research-informed in the Early Years

			Being research-informed within your practice allows you to link the theoretical approaches and research with practice, which ultimately informs pedagogy in your Early Years setting. There are many ways we know this happens. Take for example the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project (Sylva et al., 2004), which provides clear evidence alongside endorsement concerning the impact on the pre-school provision. You could also reason that the Early Years Foundation Stage (2017) (EYFS) was founded on research around the child, child-initiated play and adult strategies with regard to supporting the child.

			Being research-informed allows you to identify and recognise excellence within your teaching, but also to recognise the value that is placed upon the child. Becoming research-informed means that you are exploring how research and evidence are used to further support optimal decision-making within your practice. The knowledge that you have found can then be used within your own practice to support other colleagues too. 

			Early Years educators increasingly seek to base their classroom practice on a wide range of current research in education, neuroscience and cognitive psychology. All of this allows us as educators to understand how children acquire and retain knowledge so that they have an understanding of their world. Being research-informed allows you to be a continual learner within your role, by allowing both reflection and continuing professional self-development. These are my essentials when becoming research-informed:

			
					Learning should be relational. It is not just about the learning between you and the child, but also the learning that is taking place within the environment, allowing for collaboration and the promotion of discussion and debate – ultimately the skills that are required for research.

					
Motivation. Being motivated and ready to take on the next steps of reading to inform your practice is essential to moving towards becoming research-informed.

					Learning with reflection. Learning takes place when there is a place for reflection. So taking time out to reflect on your practice is important – a time to review and become critical within your teaching practice.

					Learning becomes enhanced. Enhancement of concepts and theories supports your learning, self-awareness, ideas and further research concepts. 

					Deep learning. Research or positioning yourself for learning will allow you to look deeper into your own learning and become ready to be research-informed or to take the lead in doing some of your own research.

			

			To put it simply, being research-informed is about critically engaging with research that shapes and helps children and knowing which research does not do this. Being able to use this knowledge within your practice and in your organisational decision-making is important so that you can use evidence-based research that allows positive outcomes for all children. It can be supported by one person or can be the collective ethos of your setting or even the wider context of a group of settings. The main thing is that you need to start small and make connections where research is happening in depth, for example, through research schools; communities of practice; your local universities; and by getting hold of research journals. One way this has changed more recently is through the introduction of membership organisations, which have allowed members to have access to a wide range of journals. However, research can be obtained for free by using different apps and websites, such as ResearchGate. This is an online platform where published material is shared by the authors, making accessibility to evidence-based research even easier.  

			There are multiple situations arising from your daily role where there are opportunities to respond in a manner that is informed by further research. Research is normally derived from an area of your practice that has some meat on its bones. What I am trying to explain here is that your research needs to have some meaning. There is no need to use or undertake research if you know the answer in advance, or where research has been published and already provides you with the answers. Research should be new knowledge for you and the sector as a whole – something that is bringing new concepts, ideas and dialogue.

			Let’s look at the diagram below and allow ourselves to put research and practice together by linking both research and Early Years practice. What the diagram is highlighting is that both need to complement each other. 
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			Authentic Meaningful Research

			For me, being research-informed within your practice goes hand in hand with being an academic. I guess we are all academics in our own way. I feel that our profession has two different but complementary aspects to it, where Early Years education works in combination with research. Let’s be honest, who would want to be part of a profession where new knowledge is not being created?

			
Positioning yourself for research 

			There has been a large push for research since I was in the classroom, and there has been a significant increase in research-informed settings. It is an interesting concept that there is a growing need for Early Years educators to start being research-informed. But you need to reflect on your positionality and the approach that you are taking. Firstly, you need to know that you are not going to be right all of the time. We see this continually with educators who have read certain articles and then adopt certain aspects of what is stated, thinking this is the only way to do something. The stark reality is that it may not be. My approach to overcoming this would be to read even further, look at articles that oppose certain aspects, make an informed decision and allow myself to be open to criticism – harsh, but a reality when you want to engage in research. The biggest learning curve for me is that there will always be someone who disagrees with what you have written. And you know what? That is OK. Move on and use their viewpoints to inform your next output or try it out and see for yourself. Getting a balance before you approach any area of research is important. You may not always agree with certain articles, but this is one important aspect of becoming research-informed. You also need to be aware that this allows you to have an open-minded approach to dialogue, with aspects of different voices and ideas becoming the norm that surrounds your research.

			
How do you feel about doing research?

			A range of feelings may arise from the word ‘research’. I guess it creates its own thoughts and anxieties. It is important to recognise that research is a tool (MacNaughton et al., 2010), and, as with any tool, you start to learn about what it does and that you are the one using it, so you become in control of using it.

			There are many misconceptions/myths/stereotypes associated with the word ‘research’. So let’s take a look at some of the misconceptions that can prevent Early Years professionals from participating in their own research process: 

			
					The research process is intellectual, complex and time-consuming, so people like me cannot possibly do it.

					There is only one way to do research.

					Research is boring.

					Research is only linked to science.

					Research only produces hard facts which you can’t question.

					
Early Years research can only be done by academics.

			

			
In reality – Early Years research in practice 

			Below is a list of some inclusive ways to view research within your practice:

			
					You already possess many everyday research skills. 

					Research can be undertaken by anyone – including Early Years colleagues.

					Research can be a tool for you to use.

					Research can be fun and a recognition of your hard work.

					The researcher asks questions that really matter.

					Research develops your knowledge. 

					Research allows you to change your practice and it improves your practice. 

					Research allows us to understand the complexities within the Early Years.

					Research can benefit you, your work, the child and your work setting.

			

			You must find your own stance when it comes to research. It is important to mention here that research is not for everyone, and even though you may want to work towards a more research-informed approach, some people may take a little longer to recognise their position within the research process or why they need to engage. You may be wondering what you can add to Early Years research and whether your voice is going to be taken seriously. The great news is that Early Years research is a rapidly expanding area that you can contribute to, and you can become a practice-informed researcher. 

			
Principles of Early Years research

			I feel that it is important to mention here that research did not come naturally to me at first, and I have had to work at it over the past 10 years. Neither did the expertise in writing effectively with regard to debate, becoming critical and writing with rigour regarding subjects within my field. Regardless of your research projects, there are some basic principles that I have followed to underpin all of the quality elements of my Early Years research. These were outlined to me when completing my research as part of my Master’s degree, and can be summarised as follows (MacNaughton et al., 2010).
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