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Chapter 1 Reflective practice – what does it mean?


Reflective practice has become a relatively familiar term for the early years workforce. All practitioners are now expected to be able to reflect on what they do with children and families. The more experienced and senior practitioners explore the concept in greater depth, through the different avenues of their continued professional development. This chapter addresses the general meaning of reflective practice and Chapter 2 explores more theoretical perspectives.


The main sections in this chapter are:




•  Best professional practice


•  Becoming a reflective practitioner


•  Pedagogy and reflective practice.





Best professional practice


In recent years there has been increasing recognition of the need to develop an early years workforce that is able to think about what they do, as well as develop secure practical skills. The more academic approach around pedagogy has reached practitioners through the increasing numbers involved in Foundation degrees and Early Childhood Studies degrees. The different pathways to Early Years Professional Status all emphasise the need for reflective practice in every form of early childhood provision.


A thoughtful early years profession


Reflective practice is presented as an outlook for everyone, not only early years practitioners with greater experience and seniority. In England, the Common Core document (DfES, 2005a) and Key Elements of Effective Practice, KEEP, (DfES, 2005b) stressed a broad base of skills and the necessity to improve practice through reflection and self-evaluation. The first version of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DCSF, 2008) built in the assumption that every practitioner should be able to reflect on what is done and why, and to articulate key values and priorities. The proposed revised version of the EYFS has cut back significantly on supporting materials but the context remains that of reflective practice being best practice.


In Scotland the approach of placing the child at the centre of practice permeates the guidance about self-evaluation (HMIE, 2007), which incorporates reflective practice and guided change for improvement. The Scottish Pre-birth to Three (2010) guidance continues the strong value that practitioners will be reflective, seriously considering the impact of their choices of action on the babies and children who are their daily responsibility.


Reflective practice is sometimes discussed almost exclusively as thoughtfulness about one’s own practice, and that of your team if you work with colleagues. The sense of challenge is expressed in terms of your existing beliefs, assumptions and practices. However, active reflection about better practice can create an informed challenge to sources of external advice, or pressures in a particular direction. The difficulties arising from examining your practice are then less about internal decisions and much more about the justification for requirements from local and national guidance or statutory requirements. Authentic reflective practice does not generate ‘yes-professionals’ who, when told to jump, meekly ask ‘How high would you like this time?’


The learning journey of reflective practice


This approach of developing a reflective side to how you work is relevant to every member of the workforce. Realistically, this understanding needs to grow as practitioners become more experienced and the more senior team members are responsible for guiding this process. At the time of writing (late 2011) there is considerable uncertainty about the shape of early education and childcare qualifications, and a review is under way, led by Cathy Nutbrown. This section is therefore written with close attention to different levels of experience, but without specific reference to specific qualifications.


The confidence to be thoughtful


Less experienced practitioners will need to be significantly supported – whatever the changes in the qualification structure. Anyone at the beginning of this learning journey should be able to access helpful guidance within their professional life. Many readers of this book will be in that position of responsibility: helping less experienced colleagues to feel confident to voice their wish to know more and gain understanding of the different ways in which adults can continue to learn in their professional life.


Young practitioners, at the very beginning of their working life, are likely to need significant support. Much will depend on the effectiveness of their own educational experiences over the school years. Older practitioners, yet new to the early years profession, may bring valuable skills of thinking and reflection. They will, however, have to apply those to a new professional area. A deeper level of reflective practice later will depend on firm foundations now, including an outlook that values active learning as an adult, in contrast to expecting a checklist telling you what to do on all occasions.


The earliest stage of professional development explicitly includes the beginnings of some self-knowledge, for instance that practitioners have some awareness of how their own experiences and background are likely to affect their practice. They should also have a basic sense of how they are more comfortable learning as an adult – not that they then remain utterly within their comfort zone. Part of being an effective and considerate practitioner with children is that you recognise how your preferred ways to learn, or to deal with confusion, will not match the preferences of every child you encounter.
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Take another perspective


Effective support for inexperienced early years practitioners has to include a fair amount of direct guidance about key issues of practice and sound knowledge of child development. However, even at this early stage, practitioners need to be enabled to take on board not only the ‘what’ of practice but also enough of the ‘why’ or ‘why not’. They need encouragement and positive experiences to build confidence that it is acceptable and professional to ask about the reasons for a recommended approach to children.


In any profession there will be a body of knowledge that practitioners need to gain and understand. In a very practical profession like early years, practitioners need to become confident in a range of skills and in the early stage of their career will need to remind themselves sometimes of ‘How do I do this right?’


For example, there are genuine hygiene and safety issues within undertaking the personal care routines of babies and young children. However, less experienced practitioners need to understand that once they feel more confident about the practical details of bottle feeding and nappy changing, that spare bit of their mind is given to the baby or toddler. It is unacceptable practice for a confident practitioner to use that now free brain capacity for talking with another adult rather than the baby, or for personal daydreaming. Care routines are a special time of personal attention for individual babies and children and not ‘just care’.
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Building upon a firm foundation of basic knowledge


With guided experience, practitioners should become able to take the initiative in reflecting on their own practice and not be dependent on others to start the process. It is not expected that practitioners manage without support; it is more that they steadily become able to identify the ways in which they need particular support. Different sources of support continue to be essential throughout professional life. The shift for the slightly more experienced practitioners is that they should not sit around waiting for someone else to make suggestions that could extend and improve their practice. The process of initial training should enable practitioners to become more competent, and confident, about turning the spotlight on their own practice. Overall, practitioners need to be able to evaluate their own current practice: how they currently work, what they do and why and how well they achieve what they set out to do.


Genuine reflective practice is underpinned by an outlook of lifelong learning – far removed from the attitude of ‘I’ve been trained, that’s it!’ Early years practitioners at all levels need to be committed to developing their practice through the means of continuing professional development (CPD). Part of professionalism, even for the most experienced person, is a willingness to continue to learn: an outlook of lifelong learning. CPD may include attendance at suitable training events. However, reflective practice would not be well supported by this single strand alone. This strand of professional learning is part of ordinary, everyday practice and includes communication with other adults who share the responsibility to create really positive experiences for children over early childhood. With greater understanding of working with young children comes the essential professional outlook of striving for best practice, not being satisfied with meeting only minimum standards and coasting through days by doing just enough.
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What does it mean?


Good practice: a standard of behaviour within the early years professional role that will meet the needs of children and families.


Best practice: a term that encompasses the sense of striving to improve, that good practice is not a fixed concept of something to achieve and then take a rest.


Minimum standards: the very basics of what must be offered and that practice must not fall below this level.


Continuing professional development (CPD): an ongoing process of learning, even for the most experienced professionals, through recognising current strengths, addressing areas for improvement and updating knowledge.
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Leading others within reflective practice


More experienced and senior practitioners continue to be highly reflective about their own practice. They are also expected to be able to support others in this process. This ability to guide colleagues also rests on an understanding of current policy and the implications of research for good practice as a whole. Their greater experience should enable these lead practitioners and team leaders to introduce ways for others to review and evaluate their practice.


These senior practitioners also promote their own CPD by higher levels of training, some of which will focus on management skills. This higher-level learning should encompass understanding the difference between the role of manager and that of leader, which can be combined within the same individual (Lindon and Lindon, 2012). A professional workforce, encouraged to reflect on their practice, needs leadership for change as well as management for secure daily practice (more on page 164).
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What does it mean?


Manager: the role of monitoring and controlling daily practice through past experience and knowledge of effective implementation of systems.


Leader: a role focusing on the possibilities, a vision for the future and ways to harness commitment from the team to strategic changes in practice.
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A leadership role may be taken by someone other than the manager, such as a team member with Early Years Professional Status. However, experienced early years practitioners, for instance in the childminding service, can also operate as supportive leaders within their local childminding network. Thoughtfulness for early years practitioners is part of professional interaction with fellow practitioners, within your own team and in a wider local network. The results of reflection, or reflection as a work in progress, need to be shared in communication with others. You work on resolving problems and unclear practice issues, with the overall aim of continuous improvement of practice, for the well-being of children and their families.


Greater experience and the fruits of earlier reflective practice are likely to enable these more senior practitioners to know only too well that current policy, even statutory documents, can include inconsistencies; that research does not necessarily give clear pointers for practice; and on crucial questions, different studies have or appear to have produced different answers. It is appropriate to use the skills of reflective practice to challenge inconsistencies and directions that are likely to disrupt the well-being of young children. Undoubtedly some awkward dilemmas can result, because it is neither responsible nor professionally appropriate to ring-fence reflective skills to your own practice and team. Senior practitioners should, if necessary, take the lead in challenging other professionals whose recommendations or requirements threaten to undermine best practice that places children at the centre of any professional decisions.
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Becoming a reflective practitioner


This section outlines some of the main strands of thought for developing as a reflective practitioner. All these points are further explored throughout this book.
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What does it mean?


Self-evaluation: the process of considering what you do in your practice, including active reflection that considers the possible gap between hope or intentions and what actually happens.


Self-assessment: the practical judgements that are reached as a consequence of an honest and thorough process of self-evaluation. Useful self-assessment leads to some level of observable action.


Reflective practice: the process of serious thought and constructive critical analysis of current practice, leading to an informed judgement about strengths and considered plans for change that will bring about improvements.
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Thinking informs choices of action


Undoubtedly, reflective practice is underpinned by thinking about what you do and how. You consider why you make one choice rather than another, or the reasons for holding close to this priority or principle. Reflective practice is also the process by which individuals or whole teams may become more aware of the unspoken values that underlie what they do day by day. Reflective practice is a more straightforward professional development when you are working within an environment that welcomes an open mind. In contrast, reflective practice can be an uphill grind, a lonely task rather than a shared enterprise, when practitioners are based in a work culture with a dismissive, or even an oppressive, atmosphere, with regard to any challenge to the established order and hierarchy.


Early years practitioners are involved in an active role. Done well, work with children is tiring but not only in a physical way. A day or session spent with children should also engage you in emotional and intellectual hard work. An important aspect of reflective practice within any practical profession is that your reflection – in quieter times – has to inform your actions at very busy times. The essence of time with young children in any kind of early years provision is that good practitioners are able to shift track quickly in response to the children and to share out their adult attention between individuals.


For much of the time, early years practitioners – playworkers and schoolteachers too – do not have the option to hit the pause button on what is happening right now and consider what to do for the best. These are not professions in which you can usually say, ‘Stop everything. I need to sit and think for ten minutes – and no interruptions!’ You do not leave babies or young children in the ‘in-tray’ while you go away and check something in a book or online, consult a diagram, phone a colleague or any other right-now option. The aim of reflective practice is partly to ensure that your automatic/default reactions are the best option.


Thinking back is the way to reflect on what has happened and to pinpoint what you, or other practitioners, can learn. Like any kind of reflective practice, this focus needs to acknowledge what went well, or better than last time I/we faced this situation. It is very hard to learn from mistakes, if error is all that is highlighted. You cannot change what you did last time, and maybe it was not a serious misjudgement. Perhaps it was just not the best choice you could have made. Reflection, with or without support, is the way to consider ‘How do I change?’ ‘How might I make a better choice next time?’ and also ‘What tends to get in my way (mentally and emotionally) when I am in the thick of it?’
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Make the connection with… a role model for children


Early years practitioners are expected to support young children over early childhood and actively encourage them to develop their communication and thinking skills. It is impossible for practitioners to support children if those skills are poorly developed within the adults’ daily repertoire.


You need to be, as the Steiner Waldorf approach describes, ‘worthy of imitation’ (Nicol, 2007; Drummond and Jenkinson, 2009). One of the best ways for young children to learn is to see and hear you think out loud, explore how we might solve the problem about…and wonder ‘What will happen if.?’ all for reasons that make sense to children, not as an artificially planned event.


Early years practitioners are expected to support young children to develop positive dispositions towards learning (Lindon, 2012a). How is this possible unless the adults view themselves as lifelong learners?
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Emotional self-awareness


Reflective practice is not exclusively intellectual. Some hard work of thinking can enable reflective practitioners to be more self-aware about their own feelings. Best practice for guiding children’s behaviour includes the willingness to reflect on our own adult behaviour and contribution to what happens (Lindon, 2012a).




•  A thoughtful practitioner will recognise, for instance, that he did not handle very well the three-year-old emotional meltdown in the library today. He was so aware of what felt like disapproving stares from two other adults in the group that had gathered for the storyteller.


•  When practitioners can be honest with themselves about their feelings, then there is scope for productive thought about what to do next time. However, it can be difficult to disentangle your own adult feelings from the emotions expressed by a child through their behaviour (Weigand, 2007).


•  An increased level of self-honesty also supports greater insight into what other adults might be feeling in a given situation. Perhaps an experienced and confident practitioner realises that she feels intimidated by the forthright style of this trainer on equality practice. Maybe less experienced practitioners on the programme will remain silent, unless given no option. What might be done about this less than ideal situation for professional development?





There can emotional consequences of challenging your own practice, or being challenged. It can be uncomfortable, even emotionally painful, to manage the process of change, especially if cherished assumptions are being taken apart and questioned. This process is supported by constructive comments from colleagues, rather than disruptive fault finding. Early years practitioners are also well supported when guided towards being kind to themselves: nobody benefits from relentless self-criticism.
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Take another perspective


There is nothing the matter with realising that you have been wrong. The problems arise – sometimes very serious ones – when professionals are resistant to accepting that they have made a mistake, or travelled some way down a less wise route of practice. The risks are multiplied when mistaken beliefs are promoted in a very public way, as Ben Goldacre (2009) documents in his exposure of unsupported claims and examples of ‘bad science’.


Stewart Brand (2009), writing about ecology, is refreshingly honest about how his ideas have changed over the decades. He proposed two questions that should always be asked of public figures in any interview. I think these are good questions for all of us:





1. What have you been wrong about?



2. And how did that change your views?
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Reflection on values and principles


Reflective practice involves thinking and talking about what sits at the core of your practice. Over time, reflective practitioners become clearer about their values: those beliefs about what is worthwhile, which are often unquestioned. Reflection and open discussion are also the way to revisit principles of best practice, including what is, and is not, a principle.


Any principle worth the time of day should have implications for action. Otherwise the words speak of aspirations and hopes, all of which may be welcome, but do not point towards choices over action. The reverse is also true, that by observing actual practice – in any profession – it is possible to make an informed judgement about the likely principles that inform this practitioner, even if the principles are well below the surface of conscious reflection.


The What Matters to Children approach (WMtC) (Rich et al., 2005, 2008) is led by the key principle that first-hand experience is a necessary and significant element of childhood. This stance is in contrast to the working principle, which has undermined too much early years and school practice, that the adult task is to provide activities for children to do. The principle of first-hand experience(s) is the starting point from which the WMtC materials go into detail about what such experiences look like on a daily basis and the implications for adults’ behaviour.


Your guiding principles may not change when you hear about new ideas or research evidence. However, you may adjust the way you put principles into practice in the light of what you have learned.




•  Reflective practice should enable thoughtful practitioners to address important questions like ‘I believe that my practice is child centred. But what makes me so sure?’


•  Individuals or a whole team may struggle to provide specific examples to support the conviction that ‘We follow children’s personal interests.’ The lack of examples does not necessarily undermine the statement of belief. But it does indicate that the team is less than sure about what ‘following children’s interests’ looks like day by day.


•  A responsive team may be provoked to serious thought by a leader who is honest enough to admit, ‘I’ve been too focused on “What will make the inspectorate happy?” We need to get back to “What will make the children happy?” Then I’ll work hard with all of you on how we’ll show the inspector the great work we do here.’
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What does it mean?


Value: what you believe to be worthy, of greater importance if you have to make a choice.


Principle: a statement of committed belief, explaining what underlies a pattern of action; the origin or source of decisions and choices.
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Since the 1990s early years provision and schools have experienced a constant stream of guidance documents, advisory programmes and initiatives. Even experienced and more senior practitioners can become confused over what is required and what is recommended. When there are further changes, an anxious outlook inclines managers and teams to believe that a wholesale overhaul of existing practice must be required.


At the time of writing (winter 2011) the early years workforce in England is anticipating a revised Early Years Foundation Stage. Managers and other senior practitioners need to be very clear about what does have to change and what does not. A revised framework does not necessarily mean that existing best practice has to change much at all. Sometimes the best response to official change is to revisit what is working really well for the children, or partnership with families, at the moment. Be sure that something needs changing before you take steps.


The Kate Greenaway Children’s Centre (2009) took that approach to the changes brought about by the introduction of Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (2008). The team, led by Julian Grenier (2010), took the opportunity to identify the strengths of their existing practice (more on page 125).


A significant overhaul of primary education in North Somerset in 2006 went back to the basic recognition that the National Curriculum, for England, was the only statutory document; everything else was guidance. They went back to what was actually required and rediscovered the flexibility that existed. Andrea Sully led the Curriculum Design Learning Network as they developed a creative primary curriculum through a project called Making learning irresistible.


The local initiative placed direct, first-hand experiences at the centre and made time a priority, so that children would be able to work in depth. There was a strong focus on an appropriate learning environment and a whole-school approach to what was called ‘disciplined innovation’. You can get a flavour of what was done on www.n-somerset.gov.uk/Education/Learning/thelearningteam/makinglearningirresistable.htm. (Note: ‘irresistable’ is the spelling used in the website address.)


Possible barriers to becoming a reflective practitioner


Early years practitioners with a genuine commitment to young children are willing to consider what is getting in the way of better practice. More experienced and senior practitioners are responsible also for identifying what is blocking less experienced or less committed colleagues. Why do they take the stance that reflection is unwelcome hard work? You will probably admit (if only to yourself) that some of these barriers apply to you, or used to be a block until you tackled them. Also, within a team or local network, some of these sources of resistance will be erected by colleagues. Their unease can make professional life challenging for practitioners who are enthusiastic about the rewards of reflective practice.


It’s a practical job – not deep thought


Some practitioners feel that the main point of being in a practical line of work is that you just ‘get on with it’. In some cases, this outlook is linked with a reluctance to extend the boundaries to what they believe working with children should entail. The potential problem with this outlook is that practitioners can become focused on what works well for them, perhaps what is efficient in terms of routines. Efficiency – or an easy life – for the adults becomes more important than how babies or children experience these routines. It can be a dangerously short step to the view that the job would be fine were it not for all these annoying children and problem parents.


Practitioners who are open to professional development can still feel some resistance in themselves, or at the very least want to get the balance right between reflection and practical action. The learning journey is tougher if their introduction to reflective practice is overly theoretical and heavy on unexplained, specialist terms.


Other people tell me what to do


Practitioners may take the view that it is up to other people – senior practitioners, trainers, advisors or the inspectorate – to tell them what to do or not to do. There is no point in reflection because ‘they’ set out the rules. However, practitioners who delegate the thinking responsibility in this way are almost certain to encounter situations in which they hear contradictory advice.


Practitioners need to develop the habit of asking awkward questions in a professional way to deal with unwise advice. One example could be: ‘You suggest I deal with unwanted behaviour from young children by cutting back their special time for play at the end of the day. But surely I should deal with behaviour at the time. Also, how can I have a special time of play when their entire day is about learning through play?’ Sometimes a clear recommendation goes against a key element of best practice; for instance: ‘If I follow your advice to minimise physical contact with young children, surely that will undermine their emotional well-being. They will believe we don’t care about them.’ Failure to challenge such contradictions leads to practitioners’ loss of confidence and feelings of hopeless resentment because ‘I’ll be wrong whatever I do.’


Undoubtedly, early years practitioners do not have total choice about the details of early years provision. The four nations of the UK each have an early years framework that sets minimum standards and some non-negotiable ground rules about how young children are treated. However, each framework leaves considerable flexibility about how details are put into daily and weekly practice. Some practitioners believe they have no choice, yet the limits have been set by their manager or a firm local directive – and not by the relevant national statutory framework. Active reflective practice is also difficult if a manager insists on an authoritarian interpretation of being in charge. It is important not to underestimate the power of the message ‘You have to…’ for practitioners who are unsure about the answer to ‘Who says you have to…?’ or ‘You mustn’t…’


Everything is fine; why rock the boat?


Practitioners may question the advantage in changing anything, when it all seems to be running fine at the moment. Perhaps they say, ‘The children seem happy enough’ or ‘The parents aren’t complaining.’


However, young children usually have no idea that their daily experiences could be different. They have learned that it is just easier if they sit still in this boring registration group time – then it is over quickly. They cannot say to the adults, ‘Have you never heard of different ways to offer us self-registration? That would be a much nicer way to start our morning.’ Also, when practitioners are very set in their ways, they are not usually receptive to an articulate four-year-old who can reminisce about ‘What we did in my old nursery’.


Parents may also lack the experience of alternative approaches within early years provision. They may think that every nursery covers topics about famous artists with two-year-olds. Or else they may be mostly happy with what the nursery offers their child, given other local options. They will not risk annoying staff by challenging whether very young children would not be better occupied finding worms in the garden than painting identical cut-out sunflowers.


I’ve been doing this for years!


Experience matters but it should bring some level of professional wisdom and not simply encourage stagnation. All those years in the job should have honed a practitioner’s ability to articulate possible choices and explain priorities. A more experienced practitioner should be able to share the ‘why’ within the ‘what’ of daily practice. Good practice has to get beyond ‘I just know’ or ‘We’ve always done it this way.’ If nothing else, this version of ‘just do it’ is very likely to be accompanied by the conviction that what practitioners believe to be happening – in terms of children’s pattern of behaviour or what they are learning – is the unadorned truth.


This source of resistance to reflective practice sometimes connects with an outlook that you are trained and that covers whatever you need to know. Maybe you get sent on a few courses, but otherwise you are an adult; education is for children and adolescents. This limited view blocks the positive experience of being an adult learner and any sense of lifelong learning. Undoubtedly, there has been a significant change in recent years. The prevailing view now is that early years practitioners make a significant difference to the experience of young children. For this difference to be a positive one, an initial training, however thorough, cannot equip practitioners forever. It is a basis on which you should build, among the many potential strands of continuing professional development.


Anxiety about being criticised


Some practitioners are especially vulnerable to believing that reflective practice is basically about fault finding. A great deal depends on their first experience of a process like peer observation (page 187), or whether senior practitioners have guided the team towards constructive feedback (page 143). Reflective practice should definitely highlight strengths as well as scope for improvement. Anxious practitioners, even relatively senior ones, can be prone to defensive reactions or the retaliation of ‘Are you saying I’ve been wrong up to now?’ Reflective practitioners have a more uphill journey if their manager feels intimidated by questions that threaten to disturb the current equilibrium.


Reflective practice does not always lead to change. In some cases, individuals and teams rediscover gems of best practice, such as the power of outdoor learning. Within my own consultancy business, I have been pleased to spend increasing amounts of time on good practice with under-threes. The reaction of some experienced practitioners has been one of great relief to hear about vigorous support for generous time and respect for care within a nurturing environment.
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Pause for reflection


Experienced practitioners, in any profession, may resist significant change because of the perceived, negative implications for what they have done up to now. The change might be in terms of a practical approach or way of thinking. But it might also be the need to reverse up a practice pathway that has been followed for some time. It might be accepting that significant information, or advice on that basis, was wrong or misunderstood.


The rationale goes something like this:




•  If I am contemplating serious change in my practice now, then could I have changed in the past; should I have identified and made this particular change?


•  If this alternative is obviously better, then what does it say about my professional practice and insights that I did not spot it myself, or much earlier?


•  What avoidable troubles have I caused by not realising this sooner, or by promoting an approach or advice that I should have questioned or checked out personally?





How does this relate to your own experiences?


A challenge is necessary if anxiety about the past is not going to block future improvement. The alternative rationale goes like this:




•  It is not always true that you could have easily changed in the past. Professionals are trained within the received wisdom of the time.


•  Experience sometimes brings the insight and ability to challenge accepted approaches. But this is less likely the more an approach seems to ‘work’ and fellow professionals agree.


•  The professional approach is to remain open, to avoid the temptation to resist change solely because it is uncomfortable.


•  Professionals should not be judged on the basis that they have never been wrong; an error-free career is highly unlikely.


•  We should judge ourselves, and be judged, by how we handle the recognition that we were mistaken or misled over minor or major issues.
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Underdeveloped thinking skills


Wariness about the point of a reflective approach can be fuelled when practitioners have limited experience of being encouraged to voice opinions and the rationale for their stance. For some practitioners, the process of reflection, of active and deliberate thinking, is unfamiliar. A proportion of the early years workforce has not been well served by many years spent in statutory education. Their personal learning journey to a professional outlook can require direct support as young adults, and not so young, on ways to disagree without blunt confrontation or on how to become comfortable to follow a train of thought out loud. It may also be a daunting prospect to get those thoughts down in written form.


This personal journey is greatly helped by experiences with senior practitioners, trainers and consultants who do not feel threatened by being asked ‘Why?’ Greater experience should bring the ability to share reasons, explanations and a coherent trail of thought – even if this question could have been phrased in a less argumentative way.
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Take another perspective


Practitioners who are resistant to reflective practice sometimes argue that it is a fad: yet another fancy idea that will be dropped in time. These ‘Leave me out of it’ potential escapees will not be able to hide until ‘normal’ life is resumed. Reflective practice is now firmly viewed as part of professional practice in general. An increased awareness of the importance of early childhood will only raise the status and expectations for the workforce.


However, there has to be some sympathy for an outlook of weariness over non-stop early years initiatives, programmes and guidance documents. Some of these developments are very positive, but there are so many. Action for Children (2007) tracked the strategies, policies and initiatives relevant to children and young people launched over the last 21 years across the UK. The period was chosen as representing the age span of what are now regarded as the years before adulthood. England had the highest number of initiatives across the four nations of the UK and the English initiatives tended to have a shorter life before the next document.
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Pedagogy and reflective practice


The word ‘pedagogy’ is now relatively familiar to experienced early years practitioners, especially those involved in further education and training. However, the actual meaning of ‘pedagogy’ is sometimes less than clear. Many books and articles discuss pedagogy without actually defining the word and associated phrases. We cannot proceed on a vague ‘Everybody knows what it means’ basis, so I have pulled together here the main features. It is useful to explore what is meant and the value of the concept for reflection about the whole picture of what you do.


The meaning of pedagogy


The word ‘pedagogue’ has reached the English language via French, Latin and Greek. The term derives from a term used in ancient Greece to refer to the slave who would accompany a boy to school. This attendant, although not of high social status, also had the responsibility to ensure that the child’s behaviour on the street and at school was acceptable to the family. The word ‘pedagogy’ then developed to refer to instruction or a system of training, usually within the context of school. In considerably more recent times, the word has been used with reference to educational practice, meaning an overall approach to supporting children’s learning.
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What does it mean?


Pedagogy: the details of your approach to the craft of teaching, not exclusively by teachers or in schools. The core values, principles and chosen strategies create the pedagogical base to your practice.


Pedagogical thinking: an exploration to enable deeper understanding of what informs your practice and the reasons why you work in particular ways.


Curriculum: a planned programme related to learning, including some or all of the following: underlying principles, recommended or required content, approaches and resources.
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In the broadest sense, pedagogy refers to what could be called the craft of helping children to learn and the way in which adults approach the teaching role.




•  The word does not exclusively apply to practitioners who have qualified as teachers. Pedagogy applies to anyone who is closely involved with children and their experience of learning throughout childhood and adolescence.


•  Once you explore the details of the underlying pedagogical framework, the prevailing values and principles become clearer, along with why, what and how adults are making choices between possible actions.


•  The concept of pedagogy offers a well-rounded approach, with equal weight given to understanding how children learn and to understanding how to support that process with the best interests of children to the fore.


•  Pedagogy is not the same concept as a ‘curriculum’. This term is usually meant to cover a programme related to learning, most often applied to primary and secondary schooling. However, a specific pedagogical approach may well include the detailed vision of an appropriate curriculum for a given age group.





A few discussions of pedagogy claim that it means only a very teacher-directed approach, rather than learner-directed. In these discussions, an additional word, ‘andragogy’, is brought in to represent the approach that is more respectful of nurturing independent learners. The term originated with Malcolm Knowles, who focused on adult learners’ facility and need to determine their own learning programme (Smith, 2009).


Knowles developed his ideas over the 1960s and 1970s and aimed to challenge a view of learning that placed adult, or child, learners as passive recipients of knowledge, an approach he called ‘pedagogy’. He stressed the importance of being an active learner, co-learning with others, and of reflection on the appropriate role of the more experienced or knowledgeable partner. He stressed also that individuals’ own experiences are a valuable resource for learning and can be helpful in solving problems in their current situation. Over the same period, other theorists and researchers were developing models of experiential learning applied also to adults (page 65).


Knowles’s ideas are valuable, and a useful reminder about reflection on how adults learn. However, it is important to note that he developed the concepts over four decades ago. Current usage of the term ‘pedagogy’ is not the passive-transmission- of-knowledge model described and criticised by Knowles. So it is misleading when that stark contrast is repeated in current discussion of his ideas. The usual meaning now for ‘pedagogy’ enables a discussion of different approaches, as well as the critical thinking that enables analysis of what works best for children and with which core values in mind.


Understanding what you do and why


Pedagogy can be seen as an interactive process involving adults, child learners and all aspects of the learning environment. In most current uses of the word, pedagogy is used to highlight positive, thoughtful approaches to children. However, the word is non-specific and some adults’ pedagogical approach could be highly focused on their own plans, with a role for adults of directing the experiences and outcomes.


A discussion paper from Learning and Teaching Scotland (2005b) uses the phrase ‘pedagogical thinking’ in ways that are really interchangeable with ‘critical thinking’ (page 44) as applied to reflective practice with children. The point is made that early years practitioners have a responsibility to articulate what they do: to explain clearly to parents and other interested and involved adults. This communicative aspect of the role applies to every stage of education and ‘understanding our pedagogical base will help us to be able to do this. Pedagogy needs explicitly to be seen to encompass a spirit of enquiry and professional dialogue about why we do what we do’ (2005: 3–4).


Pedagogy does not simply mean ‘teaching’ and as such it can be a useful term in the continuing struggle to find inclusive ways of talking about early years practitioners, acknowledging the range of professional backgrounds. A continuing problem within early years practice has been that many guidance documents use a general term such as ‘practitioner’ to refer to all adults involved in supporting children’s learning. However, the words ‘teach’ and ‘teaching’ are frequently used to describe those adults’ behaviour in interaction with the children. These words carry a weight of ‘school’ meaning for some readers, which has created difficulties in practice.


As soon as the word ‘education’ is used, even with ‘early’ added to the front, some early years practitioners, and parents as well, seem to connect most strongly with their childhood memories of primary school and primary-school teachers. These memories are not from early childhood and risk encouraging unrealistic expectations of children’s skill level and inappropriate images of how adults should behave. Uneasy practitioners may conclude that to support early learning they must behave in ways close to their selective memories of what a ‘teacher’ does. This classroom model is then likely to include greater adult direction of children’s activity and an excessive focus on whole-group events, rather than individual exploration and interests. Yet, of course, best practice in nursery school or nursery class has never been identical to primary-school practice. Good nursery-trained teachers do not behave at all like teachers of primary-school-age children.


Janet Moyles et al. (2002) pointed out that early years practitioners, from a range of professional backgrounds, are not necessarily adept at talking about the subtleties of their practice. Practitioners appeared more at ease with describing their practical actions in provision, such as laying out materials for children, than explaining their own impact on children’s learning. This report of the Study of Pedagogical Effectiveness in Early Learning (SPEEL) project highlighted that an effective approach within early years could be more complex than in the stages of statutory education. One reason was that an effective adult contribution was sometimes the choice not to intervene, apparently to do nothing. However, the practitioner was very active in watching and listening, recognising how much young children learn by making their own decisions and safe errors.


How inclusive is pedagogy?


Some practitioners in the SPEEL project were also wary about the word ‘teaching’ precisely because they did not want to embrace a more directive role, which they felt this word would inevitably bring. The SPEEL working definition was that ‘Pedagogy is both the behaviour of teaching and being able to talk about and reflect on teaching. Pedagogy encompasses both what practitioners actually DO and THINK and the principles, theories, perceptions and challenges that inform and shape it…’ (capitals in original; Moyles et al., 2002: 5). The definition goes on to connect practitioner behaviour with values and a shared frame of reference with children and their family.
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The early years workforce, and the school staff group too, is not exclusively teacher-trained. Much discussion has attempted to find a word to cover all adults who support learners, especially young children. The word ‘educator’ or ‘early educator’ is favoured by some people. There has been some effort to use ‘pedagogue’, which is more common in some other European countries. I continue to use the word ‘practitioner’, although it is not ideal, because the word ‘educator’ still has echoes of school and is less effective in my view to ensure full inclusion of very young children, especially the under-two to threes.


On balance, the written material about pedagogy, as well as quality in early educational settings, is more focused on the traditional nursery education range of three–five years, rather than the full early childhood span. Discussion about educational aims, contents and adults as educators often gives scant acknowledgement for nurture in terms of physical care. In contrast, the Scottish Pre-Birth to Three guidance (Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2010) offers a thoughtful analysis of key principles, values and best practice with this very young age group. This guidance is all about making pedagogy explicit without, so far as I could find, using the actual word.


One approach has been to bring the concept of ‘social pedagogy’ from mainland Europe to the UK (Lepper, 2009 and Smith, 2009). A social pedagogue working with a child or young person will consider everything that matters to this child and forms a close relationship with individuals. In 2009 the Thomas Coram Research Unit in London was commissioned by the government to help pilot this way of working with application to looked-after children and young people. These children are the temporary or longer-term responsibility of their local authority, because their birth or extended family is not able to take care of them. This pilot study focuses only on children in residential care, but in many European countries social pedagogues work across the different types of services for children.
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Take another perspective


A fully inclusive pedagogy is undermined when much discussion around ‘early education’ still pays insufficient attention to care and caring (Lindon, 2006). There is further progress to be made in order to reach a genuine merging of what historically has been known as ‘education’ as distinct from ‘care’.


Many early years-trained teachers consider the whole child and regard personal care, such as changing a child, as part of their responsibility. However, the National Union of Teachers (NUT, 2009) issued a statement about a continence policy for schools (which explicitly included the nursery) that, ‘the most important issue to cover is that it is not part of the teacher’s professional duties to clean up children’ (2009: 1). The message is reinforced with bold type in the original and presented within the context of health and safety.


Care of young children needs to be undertaken with close attention to hygiene for everyone. However, toileting accidents in nursery-age children and physical care of younger children in centres are part of the regular flow of the day, not regrettable, out-of-the-ordinary incidents. I accept the complicating factor in primary school of a limited number of adults. However, such a stand goes against the statutory key person role that is part of the Early Years Foundation Stage for every kind of provision for under-fives in England, including nursery and reception classes based in a primary school.
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What does it mean?


Social pedagogy: an approach that specifically encompasses a child’s whole life, and avoids the possible narrow focus only on education.
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