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Children in the Early Years Foundation Stage benefit from a wide range of first-hand experiences which they choose from and plan for themselves. Bedewell Early Excellence Children’s Centre shares strategies for child-initiated learning.
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‘Child-initiated learning is at the heart of our practice and is rooted in the philosophy developed by HighScope. We believe that children learn best through active engagement with the world around them; and through meaningful and relevant experiences, supported by listening adults. We aim to give children the broadest opportunities to play and make sense of the world. We observe their play and plan around their interests. We share children’s experiences with parents and carers, for example through “stay and play” days, and offer materials and courses that promote self-initiated learning and exploration as key ingredients to having happy children who are motivated to learn. Our outcomes show that all children make significant progress in their dispositions and attitudes, social development and communication, and language and literacy skills, in particular.’ 

Sue Hedley, Headteacher 
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The key ingredients

The adult’s role in observation is the key to understanding children’s interests. Staff implement the S.O.U.L process (Silence, Observation, Understanding, Listening), to create a supportive climate for learning. Knowing when to intervene or not in children’s play is crucial. Getting down to a child’s level, engaging in meaningful conversation, acknowledging what you see and asking questions sparingly are important. Written observations are made and photographs are taken as children engage in their learning. These materials act as important reflective tools for the children, are referenced to the Early Years Foundation Stage, and sometimes become displays within the nursery. 
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The daily routine provides a recognisable pattern to support children as they pursue their interests. The ‘plan, do, review’ approach helps children learn how to make choices, express intentions, use their initiative, problem-solve, and become independent decision-makers. This helps to build confidence, self-esteem and the capacity to sustain the intrinsic motivation to learn, resulting in a positive disposition and attitude to learning where children want to learn and be in school. 
Greetings and ‘planning time’
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Parents and carers arrive with their children and are met by their key worker. Children greet each other and wait for friends to arrive. This is a very gentle and unrushed time. News and a greeting song are shared.
Children then begin their self-initiated learning through ‘planning time’. When children plan, it encourages them to articulate their ideas, choices and decisions, and promotes their sense of purpose. It leads to deeper involvement in play and learning.
Staff use a message board to share news with the children. This may include changes in the environment, new resources and opportunities that are on offer; usually in response to emerging interests. A range of planning strategies are used to support children in making choices in fun and engaging ways. Their choices are recorded so that their interests can be tracked. Any continuing themes or interests are shared during staff review and planning sessions.

….and the seamless transition into ‘work time’
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Children move off to follow up their plans. Some children may move from one activity to another – ‘toe-dipping’ in areas, exploring and investigating what is on offer. Some settle in areas for longer periods of time. More elaborate planners may stay with their plans for all of ‘work time’, becoming thoroughly engrossed in their work. 
Sometimes projects emerge and grow that can last for days, even weeks. Children often build big structures in the block area, such as cars and boats. Their work is rich in problem-solving and mathematical content, as well as communication and negotiation skills. Sometimes they draw plans and make pictorial explanations of what they have built.  

Tidying up
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The children are not always ready to stop what they are doing! A gentle reminder that there are five more minutes before the end of ‘work time’ helps to bring their work to a close, and maybe find somewhere to store their work until the following day. Bringing them together on the carpet marks the close of ‘work time’.

Children are encouraged to tidy up in the areas they have used. Often, if a child has been working in an area of their own choosing with materials that they have selected and enjoyed, they love to then tidy it up. All areas are resourced with materials that are freely accessible to the children. They are stored in labelled baskets and containers so that the children can freely use them… and hopefully put them away!

‘Recall’ 
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Children meet in their group area for ‘recall’ with their key worker to share and discuss what they have done. Adults listen carefully and discuss ‘work time’ experiences with the children. This process of reflection helps children to build on their actions and experiences.             

As the year progresses and children become more active and articulate communicators, recall can often continue while they eat their snacks.
Small-group time
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Children split into small groups and experiment with materials to solve problems in an activity that adults have chosen for a particular purpose. The adult introduces a common activity and a set of materials. Each child has their own materials and is free to work creatively. In this context, children learn how to work together or independently and discuss their problem-solving. It also gives adults opportunities to discover new things about each child.

Outside time
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The children have continuous access to the outside area during ‘work time’, but at the end of the daily routine, they are all encouraged to be outdoors in the fresh air. Children grow food in the allotment. They harvest and cook their own fruit and vegetables, making soups, fruit crumbles and sometimes jam for the nursery breakfast table! In the Forest School, children experience a wilder space, free of play equipment but rich in the possibilities of nature. These spaces provide an invaluable context for child-initiated learning. A part-time member of staff who is a horticulturalist and Early Years Foundation Stage practitioner facilitates and supports the children as they plan and explore in the allotment and Forest School areas. 

The end of the day
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Katrina Keogh, the Early Years Foundation Stage teacher, says: ‘As a team, we reflect daily to support and consolidate children’s learning by building on ideas and interests displayed during the day. We build on each child’s achievement, what they know and can do, through positive reinforcement and encouragement, creating a positive and secure attitude with a disposition to learn. Children become secure and confident enough to challenge themselves; thus it becomes intrinsic and no longer adult-led. When children feel valued, they begin to initiate their own plans, deal with conflict, and are confident to reflect on their play and learning.’ 

The environment                              
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A welcoming place that is warm and secure and that balances familiarity with challenge, the environment is often referred to as the second teacher; some say it is the first. Bedewell strives to create a stimulating and challenging indoor environment that is both flexible and adaptable. Children are free to make their own choices about what they want to do, and feel valued and understood when their interests and ideas are thoughtfully supported. They are free to explore and manipulate materials, and talk about and share their experiences with peers and staff.  
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Bedewell Early Excellence Centre is situated in Hebburn, South Tyneside. It has evolved and grown from the ‘Excellence Centre’ programme since 1999. In 2004, it was designated as a Children’s Centre and became the National ‘HighScope’ Training Base in November 2007. The school has been judged outstanding in all inspections, including the latest in February 2011. The school has a well-established reputation within the local authority and shares its expertise and philosophy for educating children in the Early Years Foundation Stage widely.

Child-initiated learning in the Early Years Foundation Stage: Bedewell Early Excellence Children’s Centre
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Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





Message board for contributions – making children’s interests visible.








Supporting a child’s contribution to the discussion through sign language





Using the whiteboard to support the children’s recall of their activities outside





Provider background





 





Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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