Children’s experiences of the Early Years Foundation Stage 
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Aim of research: This project aimed to gather examples of children’s perspectives on their experiences in a range of early years settings, and to consider what these perspectives say about the effectiveness of the Early Years Foundation Stage, Particular consideration was given to play-based learning, outdoor provision and children’s participation, linked to the six Areas of Learning in the EYFS. 

Methodology: Information was collected in 15 early years settings across four local authorities in the north of England, including four childminding settings. All settings had OFSTED ratings of ‘satisfactory’ or above. One hundred and forty five children were included in the research, mostly aged from three to five, and the research strategies were designed to be appropriate to this age group, e.g. creating photo books of ‘best days’, playing visual mapping games, and using puppets.

The findings are grouped under research question headings. Where the research referred particularly to childminding settings, this is made clear below. 
Question 1: To what extent and in what manner are children’s experiences in early years settings based around play, and how enjoyable are those experiences?

NB. In this research, play is seen as primarily relating to children’s self-chosen creative, imaginative and exploratory activities, books and mark-making, puzzles, educational and computer games, and including some activities led by adults, especially traditional games (e.g. ‘What’s the time, Mr Wolf?’)
Finding 1: Children talked about a range of play, including ‘pretend’ play, construction, drawing and painting, computer games and football. Children’s access to such experiences seemed to vary considerably from setting to setting. 

· The research makes reference to the wide range of play-based experiences available in one of the childminding settings, including ‘reading stories and making books’, ‘dressing up, ‘puppet shows’, playing schools’. 

· Although it represents a certain type of setting, one of the childminding settings in the research is singled out for having outdoor space that offered richness and variety in its resources. 

Finding 2: Play can be linked to all six Areas of Learning and Development, but children conveyed most enjoyment of play linked to Creative Development, Knowledge and Understanding of the World, Physical Development and aspects of Communication, Language and Literacy. 

· Pretend play was the most prevalent play theme linked to creative development. Other favourite activities included music and singing, painting and drawing.

· Regarding knowledge and understanding of the world, children demonstrated strong interests in animals, with several talking about experiences of animals in outdoor play - for example, ladybirds found in the garden in a childminding setting. Children also talked about interests in trees, plants and flowers, making things and using ICT. It is notable that the widest range of ICT equipment was in a childminding setting, where children enjoyed taking photographs of each other with a digital camera.

· Children talked about different aspects of communication, language and literacy to varying degrees. In most settings they talked positively about experiences of books and reading, and enjoyed opportunities to look at or read books, choose books and listen to stories read by adults. Examples of ‘storying’ – the process of children creating narratives in the context of play – were found in childminding settings and Steiner kindergartens. Children in childminding settings were also observed playing with rhyming sounds. 

· Relatively few children talked about play-based experienced in problem-solving, reasoning and numeracy, but several examples were observed in childminding settings, with children keen to demonstrate knowledge of number rhymes and counting games. 
Finding 3: Children described and showed favourite play areas and resources. Where children had free access to varied and flexible resources and a relatively large open area, they identified a wider range of play interests and more complex play. 

· The researchers noted that the ongoing availability of familiar play resources in one of the childminding settings provided opportunities for the children’s interest in particular games and activities to be sustained over time, both within a session and over a longer period.

Finding 4: Some children talked about enjoying ‘real world’ experiences, for example cooking, shopping, arranging flowers and caring for pets. Children in childminding settings described the widest range of such experiences. 

· ‘Real world’ activities helped support children’s sense of competence and provided sustained interaction with adults. They also allowed children to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding, such as in practising reading house numbers on the way to school.
Question 2: How well do children’s experiences in early years settings meet their individual needs and experiences?

Finding 1: Children’s comments suggested that their needs and interests were usually catered for

Finding 2: Children especially appreciated social play opportunities, social occasions and opportunities to care for others in their settings
· Children appreciated opportunities to make decisions about activities with others and frequently expressed negative feelings about playing alone. 

· Friendships with children of the same gender were cited as important, as were relationships with children of different ages. Children in two childminding settings enjoyed the opportunities to be with younger children, partly because the comparisons with these children made them feel grown up. 

· Some older children were perceived as especially kind in situations where feelings were fragile. Older children were also particularly valued as play partners. 

Finding 3: Children’s views reflected their need for parents, carers and siblings to be welcomed into settings
· Children’s play and talk was often dominated by references to parents, carers, families and homes. Children in some childminding settings were especially able to enjoy opportunities to play with siblings.

Finding 4: Children in the sample talked of variations in how far adults get to know them as individuals. Children’s comments suggested that in smaller settings they were more likely to feel that adults knew them as individuals

· Children in the childminding settings seemed to have the closest attachment to practitioners, often supported by the fact that they had been with the same childminder since they were babies and that their parents had friendly and informal relationships with the childminder. In these settings, the adults were more likely to be seen as play partners than simply teachers or authority figures.
· Relationships with young adults – such as childminders’ teenage children – were important to children.

Finding 5: Children demonstrated great interest in the rules, boundaries and routines of their settings. Some children seemed to find the structure helpful; others seemed to want more freedom. Children were often keen to understand why rules and routines were needed. 

Question 3: To what extent do children’s experiences in early years settings include physical activity, including physical activity outdoors?

Finding 1: Most, though not all, children talked about their enjoyment of physical activities, particularly outdoors. Children talked about cycling, climbing, chasing, jumping and balancing, hoops and balls. The extent of these opportunities varied from setting to setting.

· In some settings, adults supported physically active play and took on roles as play partners or supporters. This was found most often in childminding settings, where adults were in relatively close proximity to children, who talked throughout the day about their developing skills. 

· The childminding settings visited in this research contained a variety of materials and resources which provided a range of opportunities for child-initiated physical activity. 

Finding 2: Some children commented positively on being free to choose when to play outside. In several settings, children described feeling unhappy about waiting for particular times of day for outdoor activity. 

Finding 3: In a few settings, children described enjoyment of indoor physical activities. This included hall games in a reception class, large-scale construction play in a Steiner setting, and dancing and rough and tumble play in childminding settings. 

Question 4: To what extent do children’s views inform planning and delivery of the Early Years Foundation Stage by practitioners?

Finding 1: Children in the sample often saw themselves as capable of being involved in planning their own activities. Children seemed to find it easier to choose and lead their own activities when the space was less clearly organised into areas designated for specific play themes.

· In some settings, including childminding settings, children had the opportunity to develop self-confidence through experiences and activities that followed individual and/or group interests and were sustained over time. 

Finding 2: Children enjoyed planning their activities, but often they were not as involved in the planning process as they could have been.

· In many cases, children cited the practitioners as the person who made decisions about the planning of activities and the availability of the areas.

· There were a few cases where children saw play and activities as jointly planned between children and adults. This appeared to be most common in the childminding settings studied, where adults acted as play/activity partners or supporters.

Finding 3: Many children did not recognise their setting record as their own and some children were unhappy that they could not understand the written information

· Most settings kept individual records of learning and development that included written and visual material. In the main, children were not involved in decisions as to what to select and sometimes seemed puzzled by what was included.
· Because these records were usually designed for an adult audience, almost all included a selection of written documents. This reinforced children’s sense of exclusion. 
· In a few cases, there was evidence of children’s ‘ownership’ of learning records, with photographs representing personally significant experiences which children were excited to recall.

· Two childminders had developed photo record books that were taken home to be shared with parents. In these examples, where records were clearly targeted at parents and children, with plenty of photographs and drawings, children appeared much more interested in their records. 
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