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				Focus on four-year-olds

				What Does it Mean to be Four? explores the developmental needs and likely skills of four-year-olds. This book is complete in itself but fours develop along their own personal timeline. So the content links closely with the other three titles in this series, especially with What does it mean to be three? and What does it mean to be five? The content of this book is relevant to any practitioners, working with fours anywhere in the UK. The structure of the book, however, follows the framework for England of the Early Years Foundation Stage: guidance covering from birth to five years of age that will be statutory for early years provision from September 2008.

				Each book in the What does it mean to be...? series recognises that many children from the age group will attend different kinds of early years provision, as well as being part of their own family home. Even children, whose family have chosen childminding, are very likely now to spend part of their week in some kind of group setting. Since a proportion of fours attend early years provision on school grounds, some of them also join a form of out-of-school provision, such as a breakfast club, after-school or holiday club. However, the objective in this book is to approach four-year-olds as individuals whose uniqueness should not be limited to their role in attending a given type of early years provision, nor by increasingly being seen by adults as a young ‘school pupil’. Children’s learning can only be effectively and appropriately supported when adults - practitioners and parents alike - are guided by sound knowledge of child development: what children are like at different ages and what they therefore need in order to thrive.

				The layout of each of the four books in this linked series includes:

				
						Descriptive developmental information within the main text, organised within the six areas of learning used by the Early Years Foundation Stage.

						‘For example’ sections giving instances of real children and real places and sometimes references to useful sources of further examples.

						‘Being a helpful adult’ boxes which focus on adult behaviour that is an effective support for children’s learning, as well as approaches that could undermine young children.

						‘Food for thought’ headings which highlight points of good practice in ways that can encourage reflection and discussion among practitioners, as well as sharing in partnership with parents.

				

				Where are the fours ‘officially’?

				Four-year-olds are welcome in any of the different types of early years provision: nursery schools and classes, reception classes, playgroups and pre-schools, day nurseries and different types of centres for young children and with the childminding service. Families are strongly encouraged nowadays to accept some kind of out-of-home early years experience for their four-year-olds, but across the UK attendance is mainly voluntary. However, a different national framework operates in each country of the UK:

				
						In England from September 2008 the three to five Foundation Stage early years curriculum, will be replaced by the birth to five years framework of the Early Years Foundation Stage. This framework, just like the Foundation Stage, applies until the end of the reception class, provision that is located within a primary school.

						In Scotland, the Curriculum Framework for Children 3-5 applies to the experiences of fours. Current developments focus on a Curriculum for Excellence to cover from three to eighteen years of age. In the earlier years, the main focus for development is for a continuity of more active learning and play from the early education of three to five years olds into the first years of primary school.

						In Wales, the main focus of development is on the Foundation Phase for young children from three to seven years, bridging the early years curriculum into the first years of primary school.

						In Northern Ireland the Curricular Guidance for Pre-School Education applies to three- and four-year-olds. However, in Northern Ireland young children start primary school in the September of the school year after their fourth birthday. So many fours are in primary school. The main focus for current development is the Foundation Stage that applies to the first two years of primary school, with children aged four or five years of age.

				

				Development matters in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)

				From September 2008 in England fours are ‘officially’ within a framework that spans the full range of early childhood. All early years practitioners in England need to become familiar with the details of the EYFS but the good practice described is not new. Part of your task, in finding your way around the EYFS materials, is recognising just how much is familiar when your early years provision already has good practice. (See page 64 for information on how to access materials about the EYFS.) The EYFS follows the pattern of developmental areas, established with the Foundation Stage, and there are only a few changes within the details of that structure.

				There are six areas of learning within the EYFS.

				
						Personal, Social and Emotional Development

						Communication, Language and Literacy

						Problem Solving, Reasoning and Numeracy

						Knowledge and Understanding of the World

						Physical Development

						Creative Development

				

				This framework is one way of considering the breadth of children’s learning. But of course children do not learn in separate compartments; the whole point is that children’s learning crosses all the boundaries. The aim of identifying areas of learning is to help adults to create a balance, to address all the different, equally important areas of what children gain across the years of early childhood.

				When the EYFS is in place, all these records have to connect with the six areas of learning. A rich resource of developmental information and practice advice is provided in the Practice Guidance booklet of the EYFS, in Appendix 2 that runs from pages 22-114. None of this material should be used as a checklist, or have-to-do grids. It is crucial that early years practitioners and teams hold tight to this key point. In each of these very full pages, the same pattern applies.

				
						The developmental information in the first column, ‘Development matters’, is a reminder of the kinds of changes likely to happen - not an exhaustive list of what happens, and in this exact way. The examples work like the Stepping Stones guidance of the Foundation Stage.

						The broad and overlapping age spans are deliberate: birth to 11 months, 8-20 months, 16-26 months, 22-36 months, 30-50 months and 40-60+ months. The aim is to refresh about development, supporting practitioners to take time over all the ‘steps’. There should be no headlong rush to the final early learning goals (ELGs). None of the descriptions, apart from the ELGs, are required targets or outcomes.

						So, the only part of all this information that is statutory is the description of the early learning goals. They only become relevant for observation within the last year of the EYFS (just like with the Foundation Stage), which is the reception class located in primary schools.

						Practitioners working with younger fours will look initially within the 30-50 months span. This section of developmental information is also the most appropriate span if you work with children whose development has been significantly slowed by disability or very limited early experience. There should be no sense of rush, but the details of the 40-60+ age band will become more central.

						The ELGs, placed at the end of every 40-60+ age band, should not be used to shape the experiences of fours. It is appropriate for practitioners to be increasingly aware of how the older fours are progressing towards those goals. However, it is important to hold tight to the fact that the ELGs are set as expectations for most children to achieve by the end of the EYFS. The specific point, as defined on page 11 of the statutory guidance is ‘by the end of the academic year in which they reach the age of five.’
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				Food for thought

				Many fours in England will attend a reception class and appropriate, good practice will still treat them as young children learning within an early years curriculum. There are now many four-year-olds going into school grounds on a daily basis. But the legal situation has not changed from the requirement that children receive an education from the autumn following their fifth birthday. That education is usually delivered in school, but parents can also legally educate their children at home.

				However, entry into reception class is frequently described as ‘starting school’ – by parents and also practitioners. Some primary schools also treat their reception class as effectively the first year of school and very young children are shoe-horned into the role of ‘pupil’.  It would help if practitioners in the rest of early years provision stopped themselves saying phrases like, ‘the children leave us to go to school’. The more accurate phrase is, ‘the children leave us to experience their final year of the Early Years Foundation Stage in reception class’ (and the same was equally true for the Foundation Stage).
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				Child-focussed observation and planning

				It will be necessary for practitioners (in England) to adjust their flexible forward planning and child-focussed documentation to reflect the six areas of the EYFS from September 2008. However, the adjustments are minor for those practitioners who have already been working with the Foundation Stage framework. Practitioners with mixed age groups, including children of two, three and four years of age, can leave behind the frustrating problems of creating a bridge between the aspects and components structure of Birth to Three Matters and a framework of six developmental areas. Early years practitioners should have a sound basis of child development knowledge. If any practitioners feel unsure of realistic expectations, then the Development matters column should be used as a detailed source of information to build that knowledge across early childhood.

				The situation about any kind of written planning and documentation is the same as has applied all the time for the Foundation Stage, namely that there are no statutory written formats for observation and planning. The early years inspection body for England, Ofsted, does not require any specific approach to the need to be observant and to have a planful approach. The EYFS materials offer suggestions, including the flexible approach of the Learning Journey, which is described on the CD ROM materials linked with the Principles into Practice card ‘3.1. Observation, assessment and planning.’ But no format is compulsory. The key messages from the EYFS materials are that any formats used by practitioners need to show:

				
						The progress of individual children over time, at their own pace and set against realistic expectations for their age, ability and experiences.

						That planning is responsive to the needs and interests of individual children: through continuous provision in the learning environment and flexible use of planned activities.

						How observations of children make a difference to what is offered to individuals and to sensible short-term changes to planning opportunities for a group of children.

						There is plenty of scope for fine-tuning through short-term planning - that ‘what next?’ or ‘next steps’ are a real part of the process.

				

				Over the same pages 22-114 of the EYFS Practice Guidance each page has other information and suggestions:

				
						Look, listen and note (second column in from the left) is a resource of suggestions, very like the ‘examples of what children do’ in the Foundation Stage. This is not a list of the observations everyone has to do; they are reminders of the pitch and level at which it makes sense to observe across that age range.

						The other two columns - ‘Effective practice’ and ‘Planning and resourcing’ - are similar to the right hand pages throughout the Foundation Stage file entitled ‘what does the practitioner need to do?’

				

				Young children - not school pupils

				Of course fours have been busy learning already. Based on positive early experiences they will have learned a great deal at home with their families, during their time with childminders and in early years settings that offer childcare for children as young as babies. Across the UK it is increasingly likely that most children will now experience some kind of group provision. In Northern Ireland, the fours will enter primary school. But children continue to learn in the home situation, whether with their own family or, for the many children who continue with their childminder, in another family home. Partnership with parents continues to be crucial. It is just as important for practitioners to understand how children learn at home as for parents to share in the aims and experiences of their child’s early years setting.

				The aim of the Early Years Foundation Stage is to create a coherent pattern over the years of early childhood. But this laudable objective faces an early years system full of changes for children. It is not unusual that young children are moved by their parents from a nursery or centre, that still welcomes the fours, to a nursery class based in a primary school. Of course, good nursery class provision will benefit children, but some parents seem doubtful that early learning can take place in any setting outside school grounds. Some schools also put pressure on parents to take up a nursery place, let alone reception, on the grounds (possibly true in some cases) that there may not be a spare place later.

				Fours need help to cope with these changes and practitioners need to work together to ensure a proper transition. Part of this kind of partnership has to be that the team in the next setting respect and take notice of the observational records developed by the team who has come to know this four-year-old as a unique young child.

				In England, it proved a tough task for some reception teams to hold tight to the Foundation Stage guidance in reception class on school grounds. Primary schools vary and some heads have been very committed to working from the youngest upwards rather than imposing a top-down educational strategy. However, strong pressure has undoubtedly been exerted on some reception teams to get children ready for Key Stage One. Year One teachers experience their own pressures and adult anxiety has sometimes rolled down the age bands to teams working with fours and sometimes even with three-year-olds in some nursery classes.

				Supportive early years practitioners need to focus on what are the priorities for four-year-olds rather than the demands, which are sometimes disruptive and unrealistic, that steamroller down from an older age band. Fours can be seriously lost in a system that wants to define them in terms of specific achievements that are required later in the school years. A tyranny can develop that undermines four-year-old learning when they are regarded firmly through a ‘pre-school’ lense. The children’s accomplishments can then be defined as important only in so far as they are more ready for later tasks.

				The very strong focus on child development in the EYFS has to be used to challenge views that earlier must be better in the establishment of skills. The same focus needs to challenge that some aspects of learning, such as the cognitive skills, are more important, or that physical or emotional development are optional extras, if there is time in a busy session or day. When practitioners lose sight of realistic expectations, this confusion is often linked with an unbalanced view of the areas of child development.

				The focus in this book is on four-year-olds in their own right and within the continued flow of their own development. It is very important that early years practitioners start with the children themselves. There are high risks in starting with a framework for four-year-olds that is determined by their role as ‘pupils’ and the demands of school, and then young children are pushed to fit. Sensitive adults, practitioners and parents, are aware of the need to help children prepare for school life. But the children’s skills, interests and knowledge should not be judged as only valuable insofar as they support the children to take on the role of ‘school pupil’.
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				Food for thought

				I have stressed in each title of this series that young children are important as themselves; they are not pre-anything. I do not apologise for making a very similar point in each book in the series. 

				Adult anxiety about ‘getting children ready for school’ tends to go up a gear for the four-year-olds. Children themselves appreciate well-judged help in preparation for the different experience of ‘big school’. But in England this does not start until Year 1; reception class is part of the Early Years Foundation Stage.  

				Common early years terminology has worsened this problem. There has been an acceptance, even an enthusiasm to be known as ‘pre-school’.  It is so much harder to promote the early years, and all the different kinds of provision, as valid in their own right, when so many people involved in this professional field are content to be described as a kind of waiting room for school.  I find it especially unacceptable when young children themselves are described as ‘pre-schoolers’. Try calling an adolescent a ‘pre-worker’ and see how they react.
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				What makes a helpful adult?

				Some of the confusion about how best to support the learning of young children seems to arise from an image of school learning and the behaviour of school teachers.

				The Early Years Foundation Stage guidance uses the term ‘practitioner’ to refer to all adults involved in supporting children’s learning. It is useful that the words ‘teach’ and ‘teaching’ (prominent in the Foundation Stage) have been replaced. There is a very strong emphasis on play as the most powerful, and appropriate, vehicle for early learning. However, the phrase ‘educational programmes’ has been chosen to describe the framework of experiences. These words continue to carry a weight that may still create some difficulties in practice. The wording in the EYFS also focuses on the importance of ‘planned and purposeful’ play. This broad concept has caused some problems over the years, when adults become over-keen on their plans and purposes.

				Some early years practitioners, and parents as well, appear to have linked ‘early education’ and discussion about ‘educational goals’ with their childhood memories of school, school work and teachers. But these memories are from a time later in childhood than the EYFS, even if they are accurate memories. Uneasy early years practitioners, especially without specific guidance from managers, have concluded that to support early learning they must behave close to their selective memories of what a ‘teacher’ does. This model has included greater adult direction of children’s activities, including excessive use of paper and pencil activities through worksheets. There has sometimes been too strong a focus on group activities, rather than individual exploration and interests. In short, anxious practitioners, with the best of intentions, have sometimes created more of a classroom feel, even for very young children. The balance between adult-initiated and child-initiated activities has tipped too much towards adult direction.

				Yet, of course, good nursery teachers do not behave at all the same way as teachers of primary school age children. Effective early years practitioners of a non-teaching background need to step away from the ‘school teacher’ model in their mind. Good nursery teachers have long followed the threads of children’s current thinking and created a welcoming environment that enables children to learn through play and nursery routines.

				Several research projects in recent years have worked to identify the most effective approaches to supporting the learning of young children, often called pedagogy, which includes the behaviour of early years and school practitioners and the details of the learning environment that they help to create and maintain. The project on Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (part of the EPPE project) has been led by Iram Siraj-Blatchford. This team made detailed observations in early years settings identified as having good practice from the main EPPE project. Several practical issues emerged through their findings:

				
						Good learning outcomes for children are linked to adult-child interactions that involve what the team called ‘sustained shared thinking’ and open-ended questioning to extend children’s thinking (see the example on page 44)

						Practitioners need a thorough knowledge of the early years curriculum framework, but grounded in sound knowledge and understanding of child development.

						Educational aims need to be shared with parents. In some settings the team judged that parents were engaging in as much, if not more, sustained shared thinking with their children than the practitioners undertook within the setting.

						Children benefit from constructive feedback from adults during activities: a few comments about what had gone well, suggestions or connections with what a child has already learned.

						Teams need to establish a positive approach to behaviour, through a behaviour policy and adult practice that values problem-solving. Such an outlook supported good learning outcomes for children, since they learn to be assertive and to use language to talk through conflicts.

				

				The most effective settings provided a balance between adult-initiated activities and play activities freely chosen by the children, but from a learning environment and materials that had potential for learning. According to the team the best balance for early learning was about two-thirds child-initiated to one-third adult-initiated experiences. But the whole point was that alert practitioners were ready to come alongside children in their freely chosen enterprises. Helpful adults added a comment and joined in the play and conversation, without taking over the control. Supportive adult-initiated experiences were not utterly controlled by the adults: an engaging activity was started but then children had a lot of influence over what happened next. The team observed that even in good reception classes, it was far more likely that the balance tipped much more towards adult-initiated activities and many of these were run in small groups. This issue is revisited in What does it mean to be five?.

				Early years practitioners who were trained teachers were observed to undertake the most effective interactions with children, with greater amounts of sustained shared thinking. Non-teacher trained practitioners were most effective when working under the guidance of trained teachers. The possible dynamic here, although not one described specifically in the report, is that the teacher-trained practitioners were able to show colleagues not only a supportive style of interaction, but also showed by example how ‘teachers’ behave with younger children.
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