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Cuckfield Pre-School Playgroup is a committee-run community group, which operates from a local authority youth centre. Like many playgroups, staff have to set up and put away all the equipment every day. Rather than considering this a burden, they use it as an opportunity to create a flexible learning environment to meet the developing needs of every child.
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‘We do not see “packaway” as a particular disadvantage from the point of view of the experiences we offer the children. It enables us to reappraise the learning environment and to rethink what we do every day, rather than doing the same things in the same way. We have a child-centred approach, the key to which is the quality of interaction between staff and children. Children are encouraged to follow their own interests and the staff participate in child-led activities, as well as leading activities. Starting with a blank canvas every day increases the flexibility to follow children’s interests.’
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Choosing and storing play resources
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Recreating a fresh and intriguing learning environment each day depends on having the right resources, stored in a way that makes them readily accessible to both staff and children. In the youth centre, the lower sections of the walls are painted a utilitarian but drab colour. Staff create a bright environment every day with removable, colourful posters at children’s eye-level. Children’s artwork is displayed on lightweight, corrugated-plastic panels, which are easily stored. Similar panels are also used to divide the available space into adaptable play areas that entice children to enter and explore. Toys and equipment are stored in boxes, clearly labelled with words and pictures, to help children, staff and helpers to recognise the contents easily and to return items to the correct container. 
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Part of the outdoor area has been rebuilt to create a space that meets the needs of all age groups. For example, children can mix sand and water standing at wooden benches, which become seating for older users of the centre. Equipment is chosen which is easy to store and adaptable. Items of apparatus, such as the climbing frame, A-frame and balance beams are combined in different ways to provide new physical challenges. Sand play supports many areas of learning, for example, in a traditional sand tray with tools like spades; as small-world imaginative play by creating a desert scene in a shallow tray with props such as camels and plants; and A4-sized sand trays in the writing area for writing and drawing, or in the home corner as imaginary food. 

A ‘can-do’ attitude

Staff are confident about developing new ways of doing things because they are experienced and well-trained with a positive attitude towards risk, and the management committee has a commitment to high staffing ratios. ‘Being a ‘packaway’ setting allows us to rethink the hall plan every day’, says Mary. ‘A new plan for the layout of the hall is drawn up for every session, and because everything is packed away every day it lends itself to change and innovation’. Some resources, such as the book corner, will usually be in the same place, but others may change or evolve over a week or longer, according to children’s interests. The home corner may be changed to a vet’s surgery, a garden centre, an office or a leisure centre.  A vet’s surgery, for example, might be extended over time to include an office, a waiting room (in the book corner), a café, and a dressing-up area.

The same resources are used at different levels, for example on tables, mats, or trays on the floor. Tables are used in different configurations to make it possible to combine resources. A farm tray on one table with farm buildings, animals and tractors can be linked by bridge – a slide – to another table with wood chips in a shallow tray, real plants and toy woodland animals. 

Planning to meet individual needs
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The interests and learning and development of groups of children are recorded as well as individuals. Observations are used to plan a learning environment focused on the short-term, immediate needs of the children attending. Resources are swiftly adapted to reflect the needs of the group at different times 

Responding to the voice of the child
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Children are actively encouraged to take ownership of the learning environment and adapt it creatively. An easily accessible folder with pictures of resources such as construction materials allows children to request favourite activities from storage. Outdoor play equipment is stored in inexpensive, waterproof, lockable units, which can be opened to allow children to see and choose from the contents. Within reason, children can move toys from one part of the hall to another and combine resources in unexpected ways. For example, children discovered that they could use toy tools to drill and hammer holes in play dough. 
Flexible use of resources allows children to express their own ideas and take responsibility for their own learning, although, as Mary observes, ‘this also depends on the skills and attitudes of the staff in facilitating children’s creativity’. Children can become engrossed in activities, and occasionally find it difficult to cope with others wishing to use the equipment in different ways. Staff are skilled in creating opportunities for such children to follow their own learning needs at the right level without interruption, while also helping them learn to respect the rights of others to share resources. 
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Cuckfield Pre-School Playgroup operates from the youth club in the village of Cuckfield, West Sussex. The group opens from Monday to Friday during school term times. The setting is registered on the Early Years Register and the voluntary and compulsory parts of the Childcare Register. A maximum of 26 children under eight years may attend, all of whom may be in the early years age group. The setting supports children with special educational needs and/or disabilities. 


Making a virtue out of necessity: Cuckfield Pre-School Playgroup





 





Brief description





 





Overview – the playgroup’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





The playgroup’s 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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