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Introduction. 

This research study aims to explore the experiences of early years practitioners around the implementation of the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Nursery Settings. This curriculum offers significant change in early years education development and frames learning for young children. The initial literature review found limited research into the curriculum as it was only recently introduced to settings in Wales. However, there were strong links with existing literature around the philosophical and pedagogical principles of the curriculum.  
The methodological framework of Hermeneutic Phenomenology was chosen as an effective ontological approach creating a rich interpretation of practitioner's experiences. The qualitative paradigmatic approach enabled the use of the practitioners' thoughts and feelings to create meaning. Focus groups were chosen as the most effetctve way of exploring experiences within a group context offering extension of concepts. Ultimately one focus group and one dyadic interview became the methods used. 
The Focus groups offered a rich and diverse exploration of the practitioner's experiences as they shared experiences and affirmed one another to evoke deep qualitative data. What became apparent was that the curriculum enables practitioners to create strong supportive relationships with children and their families. The enabling adult was seen as a facilitator and co-creator of effective holistic learning environments, the key to the implementation of the whole curriculum.  


Chapter 1 
The Curriculum
The Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) has been introduced to enhance the learning and development of children in nursery settings to support their holistic development.  Welsh curricular reform was initiated following Donaldson’s (2015) review of provision for children across Wales. The design follows the Welsh Governments guidance for curriculum development (Welsh Government, 2020). The four purposes of the curriculum for Wales aim to support learners to become: - 
Ambitious, capable learners who are ready to learn throughout their lives.
Enterprising, creative contributors who are ready to play a full part in life and work.
Ethical, informed citizens who are ready to be citizens of Wales and the world.
Healthy, confident individuals (Donaldson, 2015, p31; Welsh Government, 2020).
The four purposes offer an ‘aims based’ curriculum which aspires to enable children to progress to live purposeful social, relational and professional lives (Gatley, 2020).  These aims are well suited to key ideas and concepts that create the foundation of early years professional practice including Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs.  The dimensions of this model frame the holistic needs of children and the supportive nature of early years education to facilitate holistic development (Medcalf, Hoffman and Boatwright, 2013).  

Whilst the implementation of this curriculum is currently ongoing, there is little research available to evaluate the efficacy of the new pedagogical approaches which support the content.  However, the principles that guide the curriculum have been taken from well-established philosophical, theoretical and pedagogical approaches which underpin the knowledge and values of early years practice internationally.  Therefore, the premise of the literature review will be to explore the key themes of the research question, which is to understand the experiences of early years practitioners in implementing this curriculum.  It is hoped that this enquiry will illuminate the lived experiences of practitioners and highlight the strengths and challenges of developing a curriculum for very young children. 
A key aspect of the Curriculum is the development of the role of the enabling adult (Welsh Government, 2021).  This concept also builds upon the knowledge base of early years professional practice.  The complexity of supporting and facilitating (enabling) children's learning and development entails an understanding of the complex nature of child development and recognizing the holistic nature of this process (Murphy and Conn, 2022; Waters-Davies, 2023).
The literature review will explore key themes that traditionally underpin learning and development within the early years and link these to the new curriculum.  This will be followed by the development of the concept of the enabling adult, these concepts will be framed within the implementation of a curriculum for the early years and the significance of the enabling adult within this context. 

The foundational significance of the earliest years of life has been explored and debated throughout successive generations.  From the earliest writings of Rousseau, Froebel and Steiner, who recognised the significance of childhood as a distinctive developmental period. Early childhood theories have emphasized the whole child, rather than focusing on academic achievement alone (Jalongo, 2010). This theme is continued by Marmot (2010) who tells us that every aspect of human development is established in the early years.  It is the experiences encountered here that frame the trajectory of children's lives, physically emotionally and intellectually (Marmot, 2010).
What is significant here is that a holistic understanding of the child is helpful to enable early years practitioners to understand the needs of a developing child.  Holistic can be defined as understanding the whole, even if the whole can be subdivided into separate parts. Holistic development is when social, physical and intellectual areas of learning are interconnected (Wall, Litjens and Taguma, 2015).  
This can be seen clearly in international curricula and pedagogical principles such as Te Whariki and Reggio Emilia. Te Whariki translates to ‘woven mat’ illustrating the interconnected nature of the child's world (Pakai, 2007).  Reggio Emilia uses the metaphor of the hundred languages of children to explore the multiplicity of a child's knowledge, understanding and curiosity towards their world.  Within this pedagogical framework educators are researchers gathering evidence of children's learning and progression (Seipel and Seeger, 2024).  
Research conducted by Siraj Blatchford et al. (2002) highlighted the positive impact that effective preschool provision had on the educational outcomes of children in the United Kingdom.  Key factors that were recognised in effective educational outcomes were linked to a play-based pedagogy, effective relationships, and an effective learning environment created by knowledgeable practitioners. These key themes can be seen in the new curriculum as framing the pedagogical principles underpinning this document. Further research suggests that more formal teacher led tasks lead to frustration and anxiety in children (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004; Sproule, Walsh and McGuinness, 2019). This approach is recognised by Welsh Government (2022) who state that “There is mounting evidence that high-quality early years provision can have lasting positive effects, not only on the children who participate, but on society overall” (Welsh Government, 2022, p4)
Therefore, the framing of the concept of pedagogy is key in supporting the curriculum's content.   A playful pedagogical approach is highlighted as an important aspect of the learning process for young children (Barblett, Knaus and Barratt-Pugh, 2016) The curriculum itself is underpinned by four pedagogical principles. 
· Play and play-based learning
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is a comprehensive statement regarding the rights of children globally (UNICEF, No Date).  Within these rights, the right to play is recognised as significant in the holistic development of children. This is reinforced within the pedagogical principles of the curriculum which states that “Play is a fundamental right for all children. They have a strong intrinsic need to play. Through play and playful experiences, children find ways to explore a range of emotions and learn about the world they inhabit with others” (Welsh Government, 2022, p. 15).  Playful learning therefore is a key factor in the successful implementation of this curriculum. 
There is some evidence to suggest that there are barriers to practitioners developing a playful approach to learning. Pyle et al. (2020) suggest practitioners have limited understanding of learning through play.  McInnes et al. (2013) further developed these points and discovered that practitioners differentiated between work and play, with play being offered as the reward for hard work.  Moyles (2010) advises that practitioners should be moving away from a formal approach to teaching and integrating a play-based pedagogy in all areas of learning.  These challenges will be explored within the research questions in the proposed focus groups, the challenges posed by developing a playful pedagogy will be illustrated by the practitioner's experiences of integrating the new curriculum into their settings.
· Being outdoors 
The opportunity to experience the outdoors regularly enables children to develop a sense of awe and wonder, facilitating physical, emotional, spiritual and social development (Welsh Government, 2022). Tinney (2023) explores the significance of outdoor learning in the early years and the importance of practitioner involvement.  However, discussions with practitioners highlight similar knowledge deficits that have been discussed with that of a playful pedagogy.  Practitioners' perceptions of outdoor play have been linked to forest schools requiring specialist knowledge and training.  However, Tinney (2023) describes outdoor learning as a walk in the park or playing in the school yard.  Once again it is recommended that to fully enable effective outdoor learning practitioners require training and development.  Ernst (2014) supports this view, describing the outdoor environment as offering endless possibilities for learning and development, however this environment is not fully realized in early years settings.  Rekers and Waters-Davies (2021) further describe this as conflict within early years practice highlighting the significance of supporting practitioners to integrate the outdoors into their pedagogical philosophy.

· Authentic and purposeful learning 
The curriculum states that “Relevant and meaningful experiences that are rooted in real-life contexts will enable children to make connections, apply knowledge and consolidate skills” (Welsh Government, 2022 p. 17).   What is needed here is an exploration of practitioners understanding of the concept of authentic and purposeful learning.  Foote, Smith and Ellis, (2004) describe the challenge of educators engaging in purposeful learning with young children and literacy development.  Bringing text to life and offering alternative ways of exploring literature such as dramatic art, role play, and storytelling are included as ways of enhancing the development of language and literacy in the early years.  However, their qualitative study revealed that educators struggle with developing this type of learning experience.  
This pedagogical approach requires the engagement of practitioners in learning and full participation with children, following their interests and enabling creative and purposeful learning (Waters-Davies, Tyrie, Chicken, Knight and Grout, 2023). This pedagogical style is widely evidenced in practitioners from the Reggio Emilia philosophy. This understanding is key to the curriculum's implementation and will be explored in the focus groups.  The Vygotskian concept of tools of the mind can be used to support the use of real experiences, enabling the foundation of problem solving and creativity linked to authentic experiences (Bodrova and Leong, 2007). 


· Physical literacy
“Children need opportunities to develop a wide range of fundamental movement skills, which are the basis for moving with competence and confidence in everyday life” (Welsh Government, 2022). Embodied learning is when the child incorporates cognitive and physical abilities to understand concepts (Hanzel, 2024).  Physical literacy enables the child to explore the environment learning, through direct engagement with their senses, it is more than physicality, it is the recognition that young children learn with their whole bodies. Physical literacy can be incorporated into all areas of learning, for example engaging in dramatic role play to develop language and literacy skills and understanding (Bernstein et al. 2024).  Physical literacy can be used through playful learning, enabling authentic and purposeful engagement with the child's senses to create a meaningful understanding of their world (Carpendale, Lewis and Muller, 2008).  The significance of this pedagogical principle will be explored within the focus groups.  It is interesting to note that each of the pedagogical principles are interconnected and require the understanding of holistic child development and the underpinning theoretical frameworks that support them.  This will be an aspect of the enquiry with the research participants that interests me greatly. 
Developmental Pathways.
Five developmental pathways are included within the curriculum and described by Welsh Government (2023) as interdependent and equally valuable in supporting holistic child development.  They depend on practitioners creating effective relationships with children and effective learning environments based on the individual needs of children (Welsh Government, 2022).  The developmental pathways are as follows.
Belonging.
Belonging is an essential factor in the child developing a positive sense of wellbeing, recognising where they fit in and feeling valued, this is supported by the development of strong relationships with practitioners (Welsh Government, 2022).  The need for love and belonging is reconised in Maslow's (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, feeling this sense of belonging creates a positive sense of self and enhances self-esteem.  Experiencing a sense of belonging in settings creates security and the opportunity to develop positive wellbeing (Peckham, 2024), in a sense feeling loved and valued by the practitioners within the setting (Page, 2018; Grimmer 2021).  The idea of a loving pedagogy has been explored by Page (2018), framing the term professional love in the practitioner's relationship with the children in their care.  
This approach may not fit with traditional neo-liberal approaches to education which call for conformity and competition, however the inclusion of belonging as a key developmental pathway may enable professional conversations about the use of this unconventional language. The term's use in early years education is supported by a wide range of recent educational research (Page, 2018; Grimmer, 2021; Aslanian, 2018), supporting the nurturing nature of early years education and care.


Wellbeing.
As already noted, the developmental pathways are interconnected, already when discussing belonging, wellbeing is described as a resultant factor. Feeling safe secure and connected are key descriptors in the curriculum's guidance for promoting wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2022).  Manning Morton (2014) describes children with a positive sense of well-being as enthusiastic, engaged and effective communicators, allowing them to regulate their emotions and develop positive relationships.  Relationships appear to be cental to the development of a sense of well-being in young children, this can be linked to the role of the enabling adult. 
Communication.
“Communication is fundamental to children’s development; it is vital to the foundation of relationships and essential for learning, play and social interaction” (Welsh Government, 2022).  The central role of communication in achieving success in all the developmental pathways is clear.  Relationships, roles and identity are perceived by a child's experience and effective interactions with others.  The significance of reciprocity and effective adult interactions to create effective holistic development is explored extensively by the Center on the Developing Child (Harvard University, no date).  It is through the development of effective communication that practitioners can address the holistic development of the child.
Exploration.
Exploration as a pedagogical principle is supported within the curriculum and is closely linked with the values and knowledge supporting early years professional practice.  The enabling adult is responsible for creating effective environments and engaging experiences which challenge and evoke curiosity in children (Welsh Government, 2022; Wickstrom and Pyle, 2023).  

Physical Development.
Physical development and physical literacy are key to early learning, “movement is linked to cognition and learning, and engaging in physical activities can enhance children’s sense of belonging and well-being (Welsh Government, 2022 p. 33).  Opportunities for freedom of movement within early years settings provide children with a sense of competence and challenge (Seitz, 2007).  The ability of the practitioner to understand the child needs within this context is significant and requires effective observation and assessment, to create effective learning experiences Waters and Macdonald, 2022; Waters et al. 2023).
Enabling Adults. 
The enabling adult is the term used by the Welsh Government (2022) to define the practitioners' role in the curriculum.  The enabling adult is the creator of effective environments and engaging experiences central to the learning and progression of children within their settings.  The practitioner is expected to take the pedagogical principles and apply them to the learning environment facilitating holistic development. Some attributes assigned to this role are responsive interpreters of children's developmental needs, effective communicators, experts in child development (Welsh Government, 2021). 
Early years, professional practice is based on knowledge, skills and values which support the holistic development of children.  Also recognizing that the early years of a child's life are foundational to their learning and development (Early Years Work Force Commission, 2021). The early years environment is often lively, fast moving, and challenging, requiring the full engagement of practitioners in creating environments that enable authentic learning and engaging experiences (Hyson, and Tomlinson, 2014).  This holistic understanding of the child supports the practitioner's ability to effectively create an environment that supports the curriculum's pedagogical principles. Gasper (2014) describes this as a professional who combines a theoretical understanding of the child with application to practice in a reflective way to consistently innovate and enhance the learning experiences of children. 
This research study aims to explore the thoughts, feelings and experiences of early years practitioners to evaluate their experiences of the concept of the enabling adult. This may well be influenced by their conception of the term professional and how it applies to their identity as practitioners in the early years (McGillivray, 2008). The concept of professionalism within early years practice has been explored by Miller (2008) who found that practitioners struggled with the status of professional.  However, the framing of the early years practitioner within the curriculum emphasizes the skills knowledge and understanding required to enable and facilitate the effective implementation of the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings. 
This literature review has highlighted the significant principles that underpin the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings. The emphasis is on the practitioner to develop and evolve their practice to support the pedagogical principles and the role of the enabling adult would appear to be the catalyst for this development.  The document highlights the complexity of holistic child development in the early years and frames the practitioner as the expert in facilitating and engaging with children in a thoughtfully created environment to enable children to have engaging experiences based upon established theoretical frameworks. 
It is hoped that through the research process of engaging with practitioners in focus groups, these theoretical approaches can be evidenced through their experiences and findings whilst they begin to implement the curriculum within their settings.  The literature highlights the high level of knowledge and understanding required from these practitioners and the value that they have in supporting early childhood education and care. The future success of this curriculum depends on practitioners' ability to embrace it and enhance the opportunities of children in their care, fully supporting the four purposes of the curriculum for Wales. 







Chapter 2 Methodology.

This small research project has been developed to identify the thoughts feelings and understanding of a group of Early Years Practitioners.  The focus of the research is upon the experiences of practitioners during the implementation of a new curriculum into their setting, with a particular focus on the role of the enabling adult.  The research will seek to explore the lived experiences of the practitioners and how they have understood the concept of the enabling adult. 
Ontology.
To enable the researcher to develop an understanding of this process, it is necessary to find a research method that will facilitate their exploration of the practitioner's perceptions.  The authenticity of the research process presents a significant challenge when interpreting the perspectives of others (Shannon and Hambacher, 2014). It is a complex process which requires the researcher to recognise that their interpretation may be influenced by their own feelings, values and experiences (Zeleeva, 2019; Biesta, 2015).    Therefore, before beginning the research process itself, the researcher is required to explore their position towards the research question from an ontological perspective (Ngulube, 2016).
Ontological frameworks are a significant foundational underpinning of the development of the research process (Tobin and Steinberg, 2011) However, ontological frameworks are differentiated into the researchers own world view, for example, does the researcher believe that reality is objectively understandable and knowable; or is reality unattainable empirically and dependent upon the discourses of others (Ackroyd and Fleetwood, 2000; Newton and Riveros, 2015). It is with this in mind that the researcher's ontological framework will be explored.
As suggested in the previous paragraph there is an element of subjectivity within an ontological position, this is described by Nagel (1974) as our point of view.  Nagel (1974) goes on to explore the philosophical complexity of understanding ‘other’, as we generally only have experience of being ourselves. A point of view is created by our experiences within the world, this includes interaction with other people, but also non-humans and objects. The idea of a point of view can be reframed as our positionality (Moss, 2017), our understanding of the world is built around our position within it.  
This experience of ‘being’ is described by Mcginn (2024) as acquaintance, an evolving understanding of the world around us through sensory experience. Our acquaintance with the world around us builds an understanding of the nature of reality (Flick, 2018).  The idea that experience validates our understanding of what is real is further supported by Rogers (1995).  Rogers reiterates that our experiences validate our understanding of reality and our perceptions of the world and others. 
Ontological perspectives are therefore, in this instance subjective and may blur the objectivity of the research process (Haslanger, 2012).  This will influence the researcher's interpretation of data collected from the research participants.  To counter this problem a reflexive approach using a theoretical framework or epistemological foundation to add criticality to the process is necessary.  Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) assert that ontological considerations are necessarily followed by epistemological considerations. 
Epistemology.
Epistemologies have been described as strategies that can be employed to justify beliefs, or as theories of knowledge (Macnaughton, 2010).  Epistemological processes ask questions such as, what can be classified as knowledge and how do we know that our research findings are true (Tal, Dishon and Vedder-Weiss, 2023).
This series of developing frameworks has been likened by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2003) as an onion, the layers are peeled off to reach the central research question, or the truth that is sought by the research process.  Al-Ababneh (2020) expands upon this by identifying the outer layer as the philosophical position or ontology, followed by the definition of a theoretical framework, or epistemology that will enable the eventual data to be interpreted and meaning made by careful examination of the research findings. 
Two epistemological paradigms are generally recognised linked to the nature of truth, or what is real.  A paradigm has been defined as the setting of a boundary around a particular method of perceiving and adding value to the nature of reality (Göktürk, 2005).  The Qualitative paradigm or interpretative framework aims to understand and define human and social reality (Al-Ababneh, 2020; Olssen, 2021).  This research framework values the interpretation of reality expressed by research participants (BartmanskiI and Binder, 2015).  Meaning is created through the careful interpretation of the narratives of others.  This approach to research offers an opportunity to pay careful attention to the research participants voice and discover significance in their experiences (Brown, and Perkins, 2019).
The positivist or quantitative paradigm is based upon the premise that an objective truth exists which can be recognised through an experimental approach (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).  This paradigm assumes that phenomena are observable and was developed within the field of the natural sciences.  Within this paradigm, it is assumed that phenomena are influenced by natural laws and can be validated by an experimental, replicable research process (Moss, 2019). 
The positivist approach has been criticised by Flyvbjerg (2006) who asserts that the understanding of social phenomena cannot be achieved through mathematical or statistical modelling.  Social phenomena cannot be viewed in a reductive way and “answer back in ways that natural phenomena do not” Flyvbjerg (2006, p39). Whilst quantitative data may offer a partial view of the reality of phenomena, it is not effective in the interpretation of complex and interrelated social phenomena such as the lived experiences of others (Brown and Perkins, 2019).  It is with these considerations in mind that the qualitative interpretivist paradigm would be the framework of choice to investigate the thoughts feelings and experiences of the research participants within this study.  The use of a qualitative methodology facilitates the interpretation and understanding of why things are in the social world, and why people behave in the ways they do (Al-Ababneh, 2020).
There are several qualitative or interpretivist theoretical frameworks that have been used successfully to explore the thoughts and feelings of research participants in educational research (Ruffa, and Evangelista, 2021; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; Olsen, 2021).   The theoretical framework of hermeneutic phenomenology will be explored as a methodological framework to facilitate the interpretation of the thoughts, feelings and experiences of others. 
Hermeneutic phenomenology is underpinned by the belief that knowledge is evoked through the interpretation of a lived experience (Hyde, 2005). Van Manen (1990) further supports this belief by asserting that all phenomena are encountered through lived experience and can be described in human language.  Phenomenology is described by Meadows (2024) as the exploration of a specific occurrence, for example (for the purpose of this study) the lived experiences of practitioners during the implementation of a new curriculum.  There are several factors that will influence the thoughts, feelings and behaviours of practitioners, including the development of new knowledge, and changes around roles and responsibilities. It is the role of the researcher to gain an understanding of these experiences and make meaning from them to enable a purposeful and robust analysis of this deeply personal data.
Van Manen (1997) further draws together hermeneutics and phenomenology within educational research to elucidate the experiences of educational practitioners. This methodological approach enables the interpretation of behaviours, actions and intentions as described by participants when exploring their lived experience (Sloan and Bowe, 2014). 
To clarify the essence of this methodological approach, hermeneutics according to Zimmerman (2015) is simply interpretation.  However, the question is posseted, how and what are we interpreting, hermeneutics is the art of understanding (Zimmerman, 2015).   Reed (2011) uses the metaphor of the landscape of meaning, practitioners through their narrative paint a picture of lived experience which illustrates a depth of professional knowledge. It is through the interpretation and contextualisation of these narratives from which the researcher evokes meaning (BartmanskiI, and Binder, 2015). Smart (2023) tells us that “Words are our language, our lifeblood, how we express ourselves”. It is in the interpretation of the words of others that we can enter into their lived experiences and make sense of these internal thoughts. 
Edmund Husserl, who has been attributed with founding this philosophical approach asserted that naturalistic approaches had become detached from the reality of lived experience (Husserl, 1970). He further elucidates,
we are subjects for this world, namely, as the ego-subjects experiencing it, contemplating it, valuing it, related to it purposefully; for us this surrounding world has only the ontic meaning given to it by our experiencing's, our thoughts, our valuations. (Husserl, 1970 pp 21).
This statement illustrates the nature of experience as being irreducible in naturalistic terms, that we are, by our very nature interconnected with the complexity of lived experience.  Heidegger (1982) further reinforces this theme by describing hermeneutic phenomenology as a way of sharing and interpreting lived experience within a defined context.  This would appear to be relevant to the purpose of this research project, as the interpretation of practitioners lived experiences is the aim of the research.  Heidegger's proposition of the concept of Dasein is cental to the interpretation of lived experience. Dasein is described as the phenomena of being that can be reflected upon and communicated to another (Quiñones, No Date).  It is this phenomenon, the essential experience of the practitioners within the context of their lived experiences that I propose to interpret. 
Researcher Positionality.
Following this critical exploration of ontological and epistemological frameworks, it is important to define my positionality within the research process.  The purpose of this is to create reflexivity, to recognise my own world view and its evolution to the present version of myself.   I will be endeavouring to interpret the lived experience of early years practitioners, a professional role that I have been immersed in for many years.  There may be, therefore expectations based upon my own professional knowledge and values that would lead to assumptions about the beliefs and practices of others that share similar experiences.  The work of Rogers, Nagel and McGinn, I particularly recognise when reflecting upon my ontological position.  As a health care practitioner, I have spent a considerable amount of time trying to understand the experiences, feelings and behaviours of patients, clients and other professionals.  It is through the sharing of lived experiences that I have found a most effective way of creating understanding and thoughtful therapeutic relationships.  This resonates strongly with the ideas and concepts that underpin the ontological and epistemological philosophies of Hermeneutic phenomenology and further frame my positionality.
I recognise that I will be researching with practitioners within my professional sphere, this has been described as ‘emic’ research (Ademolu, 2024).  Also referred to as insider research, this method demands a robust reflexive framework to ensure the veracity of the data analysis process.  Reflexivity can be defined as critical self-reflection, recognising bias and the researchers position within the process (Lee-Johnson et al. 2023; Braun and Clarke, 2024).  Reflective practice has been central to my professional identity within nursing and health visiting. I will use a reflective journal which will be maintained throughout the research process, this will support a critical and reflective approach to data collection and analysis.  Active reflection enables a critical approach to experiences, revealing embedded behaviours and beliefs, thus enabling the development of fresh and objective perspectives to be developed (Shon, 1991; Dewey, 1933).  The journal will be a handwritten notebook, readily accessible during all research activities supporting a critically reflexive approach.  The journal will also aid and facilitate the data analysis, supporting the interpretation of data by focusing my mind on the experiences within the focus groups which may not be captured by video or audio transcripts. This method is further supported by Jayantilal and Lalli (2024) who espouse the usefulness of reflective journaling to maintain reflexivity whilst engaging in qualitative research for doctoral study. The reflective process can enable the researcher to “seize the essence of the stream of consciousness, helping them to understand what, if anything, is happening in it” (Jayantilal and Lalli, 2024).
This conceptualisation of the emergence of phenomena, revealing itself to the conscious experience of the researcher through the discourse of a focus group resonates with my positionality.  However, the significance of remaining critically reflective of the data and reflecting upon initial thoughts and feelings that emerge within my consciousness will benefit from a reflective or critically reflexive approach.  

Sample, choices and rationale.
Selecting an appropriate sample group can be linked to the reflexive process, from the very beginning of the study the correct choice of participants for the research study offers challenges.  I am a lecturer in Early Years Education and care; therefore, I have a broad range of students who are also practitioners that would be suitable to be research participants within this study.  These students are suitable for this study as they are experiencing the integration of the new curriculum as a central aspect of their professional role (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). 
Selecting research participants requires an understanding of the nature of the research question and finding participants who will be experienced within the field of inquiry (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994). My approach to sampling had been decided before the initiation of the research process.  This is defined by Flick (2023) as pre-determined sampling; the choice is determined by my understanding of the research question and deep understanding of the roles of the students eligible for participation.  This may also fit the definition of purposive sampling; I am selecting participants based upon my belief that they will offer insight into my chosen research themes (Flick, 2023:). 
The reflective journal, which I began at the outset of the research study also aided in the choice of participants.  My question is aimed at the process of understanding and implementing a new curriculum, also the specific role of the enabling adult.  I reflected upon visits to students in practice and my observations of them whilst engaged within this activity.  Based upon these observations I chose a sample that had been observed and were at different stages of Their professional careers.  This would enable some differentiation between knowledge, experience and professional perceptions from different levels.
The size of the sample group is also relevant to explore when deciding on the recruitment of the research participants.  Sample size in qualitative research has been an area of ambiguity for some time (Mthulia et al. 2022; Sim et al.2018; Boddy, 2016).  However, there is a suggestion that to enable depth of analysis of the data from qualitative studies the sample group should not be too large (Sandelowski,1995; DiStefano, and Yang, 2024).  I have decided that to explore this research question two focus groups will be carried out.  Each of the focus groups will include participants who are practitioners within the field of early years and will have experienced the introduction of the new curriculum into their settings.  Each of the focus groups will have between 5 and 6 participants to enable a manageable discussion.  
Method Focus Groups.
I have chosen focus groups as the method to explore the thoughts and feelings of practitioners who have experienced the integration of the curriculum into their practice. Focus groups bring together between six and ten people to explore and discuss a specific topic (Pope, 2020; Hennink, 2014; Sim and Waterfield, 2019). The focus group offers an opportunity for participants to engage in a meaningful discourse, they enable the evocation of thoughts feelings and attitudes towards the specific themes introduced by the facilitator (Kidd and Marshall, 2000; Flick, 2018).  The aim of this interactive discourse is to discover a shared understanding of the themes that emerge within the interview (Moseley, Ford, and Wilkins, 2020) 
Focus groups bring together participants who are presumed to have shared interests and experiences (Flick, 2018).  However, this presumption requires a reflexive approach to the selection of participants. The selection criteria require a careful and reflective approach ensuring that the participants have relevant experience that will enable a deep exploration of the researchers' questions (Jayantilal and Lalli, 2024). 
The role of the researcher as facilitator of focus groups is an essential factor in the collection of authentic data for analysis. The researcher is required to be mindful of discreet interactions between the participants and to explore emerging themes that are created by the interactions of participants (Nicholson and Shrives, 2024).  Flick (2018) suggests that is in this Complex dynamic the richness of data is enhanced by the skills of the facilitator.  To enable this facilitation, I have drawn on my previous experience of working with groups within health settings to facilitate health improvements and behaviour change.  The primary method that I adopted was Motivational Interviewing (Miller and Rollnick, 1991; Miller and Rollnick, 2009).  This process enables the evocation of thoughts and feelings by asking open questions and reflecting upon the content of discussions and interactions (Moyers, Miller, and Hendrickson, 2005).  
The focus groups were populated by students that are studying the BSc (Hons) Early Years Education and Care, they are also undertaking a practitioner award which requires extensive practical experience.   The participants have been involved in the introduction of the new curriculum into their settings and have communicated an understanding of the content.  It is hoped that these experiences will be explored within the focus groups to enable the interpretation of the research questions. 
Two focus groups were planned and a total of six participants were allocated to each group.  The focus groups were conducted via a Microsoft Teams meeting, this would enable a video recording of the meeting and a transcript to facilitate the data analysis. The focus groups will be discussed in more detail within the data analysis and discussion chapters of this assignment. The participants were contacted by email to invite them to participate in the focus groups. A full explanation of the purpose of the groups and the process of the research project were included in the email.  Eleven students agreed to participate in the project and the dates and times of the focus groups were agreed upon and invites were sent to the participants via Microsoft Teams and email. 
Ethical Considerations.
The British Educational Research Association (BERA) has produced ethical guidance for researchers who are engaged in educational research (BERA, 2024). It is within this framework to support an ethical approach to the research process that an ethics form was submitted to the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) ethics committee at the outset of the research process.  The BERA document espouses the significance of ethical principles to ensure rigour when carrying out educational research.  
Consent is a foundational aspect of the research process; it must be a dynamic process that will ensure that the participants fully understand all that will be required of them during the research process (Sixtensson, 2022).  This requires offering the participants informed consent, offering a detailed account of the research process, also that consent may be withdrawn at any time (BERA, 2024).  The participants were given an overview of the research process in an email requesting their participation in the focus groups.  Before each focus group the participants were given a briefing face to face with the researcher explaining the research themes and how the focus groups were to be conducted.  A paper copy of the consent form was given to each participant, this happened a week before the focus groups were conducted to enable them to think about their participation and ask any further questions before the commencement of the research process.  All potential participants consented to the process and signed the form to confirm this.  All consent forms were scanned securely to my password protected OneDrive account; the paper copies were then shredded.  
All data including the focus group teams recordings and transcripts will be kept in a password protected University computer. This is password protected and encrypted. All work will be completed on university equipment or in the university One drive which will safeguard data, this follows guidance set out by the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and UK Data Protection Act (2018).
All participants will be given a unique identifier to ensure confidentiality and this list will be kept securely in the password protected computer.  If any cloud storage is needed, the only one that will be used will be the University Office 365 OneDrive system which is encrypted and the data in the cloud is anonymised. 
The data will be stored until the completion of the project and then deleted. Participants will have the right to ask to see what data is held relating to them and the data collected during the focus groups will be deleted immediately if the participant requests this, in which case the data will not be used in the project.
The research is being undertaken with my own students.  There may be a risk of allegations of favouritism towards those students who engaged with the research. Clear ground rules will be shared with participants regarding expectations of student and researcher relationship (Trowler, 2011). Feedback and a review of the themes explored in the focus groups will be shared with the participants for clarity.
The ethical processes outlined thus far were all submitted to the UWTSD ethics committee for ethical approval before commencement of the research project. Ethical approval was received, during the research process the ethics form and ethical approval guided my interactions with the participants, the collection of the data and the subsequent data analysis. 









[bookmark: _Hlk170129376]Chapter 3 Findings and Data Analysis.
The focus groups took place in Microsoft teams meetings which had been arranged following the receipt of informed consent from the participants.  This format is useful, as a video of the focus groups can be saved and an accurate transcript is produced to aid data analysis.  As detailed thus far the focus groups were to include six participants to enable discussion and comparison of the discussions. However, when the first focus group commenced only two participants joined the group.   
This meant that it would be incorrect to call this discussion a focus group as the criteria for this format was not met. However, this format has been described by Flick (2018) as a dyadic interview.  There are similarities in the collection of data and the facilitation of a discussion between two participants to gain valuable qualitative data (Morgan et al. 2013; Morgan et al. 2016). The participants who attended were experienced practitioners who led the implementation of their settings' curriculum.  I felt that they would have significant insight into the aims of the research, and they agreed to continue with the interview as a dyad. 
All six invited participants attended the second focus group, offering a group dynamic to explore the concepts and themes of the research questions. The participants of this focus group were less experienced than in the dyadic interview and the emerging conversations were fruitful in revealing the reflections of participants offering valuable insights into their experiences.  
Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis is described by Braun and Clarke (2006) as a primary and foundational method of qualitative enquiry. They go on to explain that the skills that can be learned can be utilized in a range of different qualitative paradigms. The method enables the exploration of and recognition of meaning within qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2017). Thematic analysis can offer depth and richness when exploring the themes discussed by research participants. This offers a chance to understand the lived experience of participants through the developing themes and patterns observed in the language used within focus groups (Van Mannen, 1997). 
Some challenges have been recognized by Braun and Clarke (2017) including a lack of reflexivity and the skipping of analytical steps which reduce the richness and criticality of the interpretation of data. They go on to describe thematic analysis as the development of “meaning-based interpretive story themes” (Braun and Clarke, 2022 p.4). It is the making of meaning that requires a reflexive approach, recognizing researcher bias and the desire to have their research questions answered favorably by the research participants. This requires a reflective approach to the research process and ensuring reflexivity throughout to maintain a focus on the research aims, framing the data accurately to convey meaning through the interpretation of narratives to create meaning.
Six key steps are introduced by Braun and Clarke (2006) to aid the process of thematic analysis. These themes were followed as I began the interpretation of the research data. 
1. Familiarization with data.
This aspect is seen as necessary to create depth and for the researcher to thoroughly immerse themselves in the data, if this step is not addressed there is a danger that data analysis will be superficial (Braun and Clarke, 2017). My research took the form of focus groups, these were carried out through a Microsoft Teams meeting which enabled the meeting to be recorded and transcribed offering frequent reviews of the focus groups to identify themes. 

2. Coding.
Coding of themes observed within the focus groups required a deep and reflexive engagement with the flow of the discussions. There is a risk of superficially labelling data if this process is rushed, it has been described as an organic process allowing themes to be interpreted as they develop within the interactions of the emerging narratives (Braun and Clarke, 2022). A code book was developed during repeated views of the focus groups, reviewing and interpreting interactions and narratives which developed as the meetings progressed. 
3. Generating themes.
As the process of reviewing and interpreting and reinterpreting data progressed, significant themes emerged which could be reinforced by critical evaluation and referencing with the research questions.  Some themes began to evolve that were not expected when exploring the experiences of the practitioners and will be further explored within the discussion.  One such theme was using the word "love" to describe their relationships with the children and how they felt about their setting.  This may not be fully realized in the pedagogical principles of the curriculum; However, it can be related to the idea of belonging which is situated within the developmental pathways defined within the curriculum.

4. Validity and Reliability of Themes

As the interpretation of the data progressed validity was ensured as practitioners began building narratives linked to others perspectives, the use of terms linked to the themes of the curriculum and the role of the enabling adult were further explored and linked to pedagogical principles and application to practice described by the participants. Reliability was recognized as participants reevaluated statements and discussions to reinforce their understanding of the research themes introduced during the focus groups. 

5. Defining and naming Themes
The language used by the participants framed the naming of themes and their interpretation of the significance of their experiences in practice. The use of discussions linked to experiences and their understanding of the research questions, through reflections and refocusing illustrated clearly the thoughts and feelings of the practitioners involved in the focus groups. 

6. Interpretation and Reporting.
Interpretation of the data was the key aspect of this research process, careful reviewing of video data, and the transcript enabled a mindful process of interpretation. The reporting took the form of an analysis of the key themes and is presented in the discussion section of this research project to illustrate the experiences of practitioners and to make recommendations for practice. 
The Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings.
The focus group and dyadic interview were facilitated using open questions, offering the opportunity for participants to explore themes in depth. This is the first time that I have undertaken this type of research, however, I have had extensive experience of facilitating group discussions within health and social care settings. I used the skill set that supports motivational interviewing, offering open questions, reflecting on the content of the responses and offering affirmations. The participants were responsive to this style of communication, and they explored their thoughts and ideas in considerable depth. The interviews were structured into two parts: first, I was interested in exploring the participants' thoughts around the curriculum's content and structure. The second part of the interview focused on the role of the enabling adult in implementing the curriculum and the participants experiences of adopting this role in practice.
Whilst conducting the discussions' themes began to develop linked to the pedagogical principles of the curriculum. It also became apparent that the participants' experiences, and their subsequent reflections illustrated deep understanding of the developmental pathways that underpin the curriculum. While reviewing and immersing myself in the recordings and transcripts, I was able to code and name the themes to represent their narratives. The following discussion will focus on themes as they developed and highlight the participants' experiences whilst in their professional practice.
Child Led Interactions.
Both interviews started with an open invitation to tell me about how the participants found the new curriculum. The initial theme that emerged was the child led nature of the curriculum and this was viewed positively. This child led ethos was described by one of the participants as “giving them a sense of freedom, to be curious”. This theme links strongly to the developmental pathway of exploration, enabling children to follow their interests and develop independent learning within effective environments. This freedom of experience was described as allowing children to “take risks to build their development”. Risk taking in early childhood has been highlighted as a positive activity which leads to increasing confidence and develops an awareness of their capabilities and a willingness to extend themselves adding challenge and building skills (Little, 2017). This type of activity is also supported by Vygotsky's zone of proximal development which explains that appropriate levels of challenge promote the holistic development of the child. All members of the groups affirmed the positive nature of this type of activity and felt that the curriculum enabled them to build this into their practice.
The child led learning also allowed the practitioners to observe children whilst engaging in these activities. The use of the outdoors was referred to frequently by the participants, they were comfortable with facilitating outdoor play saying that they can “catch real bugs and feel the rain and things that can’t be experienced in a classroom”. This reinforces the emphasis of the pedagogical principle of outdoor play, which was enthusiastically supported by the practitioners' discussions. There was a sense that outdoor experiences were important and enabled a more authentic sense of freedom for children. They felt that this type of activity enabled children to “prepare for real life”, also saying that children should go beyond the setting into the community further, developing life skills. The comments were indicative of the practitioner's awareness of the four purposes of the curriculum and the significance of holistic learning. 

Support and Leadership
The participants recognised that the curriculum would be “hard to do if you don’t understand child led learning”, reinforcing their understanding of this concept. The conversation then began to explore the importance of leaders understanding and supporting practitioners to use the curriculum. This discussion was different within the two groups largely based on the knowledge and experience of the participants. The participants of the dyadic interview were both leaders of nursery settings and had implemented the curriculum themselves. The participants of the focus group were less experienced and were developing as early years practitioners. 
The members of the focus group felt that the curriculum could be “interpreted in different ways and can be confusing”. One participant said that their setting “doesn’t let the children out often” this was viewed negatively by all members, with others giving more positive views of their settings. It became apparent that the participants felt unable to influence practice within their settings and that they did what the leaders wanted. This would be a barrier to the implementation of the curriculum in some settings, as the interpretation of the curriculum was that of the leader alone with limited consultation. The curriculum states that leaders “should model a high standard of practice, knowledge and care, and value the skills and knowledge of the practitioners” (Welsh Government, 2022 p.50). The document suggests that leaders should be aware of their staff's knowledge and experience working together to create a shared vison. When asked if they could address this challenge one of them said they were “getting more confident by doing the degree”, this highlights the importance of practitioners engaging in training and education to influence the development of high quality professional practice. 
The Dyadic group gave their opinions from a leadership perspective, offering their experience of introducing the curriculum to their staff. One of the participants said that they wanted to give a “positive message to them” and to explain the curriculum so that they understood what their roles were. They highlighted the need to “support staff” by regular meetings and offering training based upon their needs. They went on to describe how they valued “close relationships between all the staff”, this led to a positive environment that had a good effect on the children as well. 
Both participants said that they found “linking with other settings to share good practice” another very effective way of developing both their own knowledge and that of the practitioners. These links created a network of settings which began to influence the direction of the way that the curriculum was developed, they called it “working collaboratively, sharing good practice”. This style of leadership is recommended within the curriculum stating that leaders “should welcome collaborative working with a range of partners” (Welsh Government, 2022 p.50). This appeared to be an area of their roles that they valued and felt that these partnerships helped them to develop within their roles recognising good practice in others and incorporating it into their practice.
They were both aware of training that was available and gave examples of sending staff on training to support their development. Both participants described excellent practice and were aware of the leadership responsibilities outlined within the curriculum. It was unfortunate that there were not more practitioners within this group as all that were invited to participate were leaders of settings. This would have enabled a greater differentiation between the beliefs and practices of a wider group of practitioners in leadership roles. I am viewing this research project as a pilot study to support the development of my thesis, this experience is a valuable guide to the selection of participants in future research. However, there are interesting themes here that illustrate the importance of supportive leadership in encouraging staff development. It is also interesting to recognise that based upon the focus groups discussions, the staff need to feel valued and listened to thus enhancing the values of the curriculum within the whole setting.
The participants within both groups were positive about the curriculum with one focus group participant saying that it is “what they have been learning in the degree”. This statement was well received by the other participants with statements of agreement from other members of the group. This discussion highlights the significance of the application of knowledge to practice; and that this combination of theoretical study and practical experience enhances their professional practice. The more experienced practitioners suggested that they felt that they were “already doing it” when they were first introduced to the new curriculum. This statement supports the idea that the curriculum was developed by practitioners for practitioners (Welsh Government, 2022) and enhancing and developing current good practice. 
  Enabling Adults.
The role of the enabling adult is introduced in the curriculum and recognises that this is a role that should be embraced and developed by early years practitioners. I asked the groups to intially offer their understanding of the concept of the enabling adult and what it meant to them. The focus group began with one participant saying that “it's about knowing and understanding child development”, this was widely agreed with, and they said that this knowledge “helped them to understand the children better and know why they did things”. An understanding of child development is highlighted within the curriculum as a significant factor in effective professional practice.
An example is given in the focus group was that the practitioners need to be “fun, engaging, joyful, follow the child and discover their interests, no set activities, for example, today we found out how many legs a spider has”. This illustrates the role of the adult in being attentive to the child's exploration of the world through play and creating a playful pedagogy. This is further developed as, “its Catching the child’s interests and building on them,” another example of the practitioners understanding of the role of the adult in facilitating and guiding learning rather structuring the learning for the child. The discussion within the dyad reflects this theme with one participant describing the adult's role as “being present and observing and understanding without interrupting their play.” This is an example of how the enabling adult can facilitate and develop children's learning by creating environments that enable independent learning and a range of opportunities for the child to develop their knowledge through engaging experiences. 
This ability to observe and follow the child's play is seen by the dyad as learning to understand the child's capabilities, “you look for cues from the children, understanding when to become involved”. Enabling learning through play requires the practitioner to allow the learning process to develop freely and respond to the child when invited, this is described as responding to play cues offered by the child (Butler and Markman, 2010). Both groups discussed the role of the adult in enabling play, understanding the child's interests and facilitating with, rather than telling to. A focus group member illustrates this by saying “it’s like Vygotsky, stepping in when children need and knowing when to step in, careful observation”. The almost casual introduction of Vygotsky's zone of proximal development into their discourse illustrates the clear application of theoretical knowledge into their everyday practice. 
The discussion then developed to discuss how this understanding develops, what informs practitioners when to intervene and develop the experience. The focus groups said that “relationships are important so that we know what the child does and doesn’t like”. This would be linked to the significance of the adult creating nurturing supportive relationships in which the child feels confident to express themselves. The curriculum states that “it is the enabling adult who sets the expectation for learning by creating emotionally safe environments” (Welsh Government, 2022).  Effective relationships develop when adults are consistent, responsive and sensitive (Elfer and Dearnley, 2007). One of the participants of the dyad felt that developing these relationships is an important part of the practitioner's role, “not everyone can do this, you need to have passion and care about what you do.” The use of the term passion was stated clearly and passionately, her body language and tone emphasised the strength of her feelings, the other member agreed vigorously. This was followed by shared experiences of staff joining the team who did not share this passion, “we all notice it, we all care, like a family, we know and care about our children”. She continues that the “close relationships between the children and the staff” are a strength of the setting, it was described as the foundation for everything that they do with the children. 
A further emotive description highlights the strength of the connections between the practitioner and the child saying “we create a beautiful bond, trust and connection....   the relationships last for years, a strong attachment forms, we keep the bonds, when they leave, their siblings come to the setting, and we get to see them growing up”. Statements such as these highlight that for these practitioners their role is more than just a job, the connections with children are deep and personal they are interconnected and form meaningful relationships important to the child and the adult. This assertion is supported as she continues “it’s more than just turning up 9-5, the children and families are important to me, like my extended family.” Evocative emotional statements like these, using language that is authentic and deeply felt enabled me to develop an understanding of these practitioners' thoughts and feelings, it is a rich and complex lens for my learning. As the discourse developed the practitioners became completely engaged in their discussions, the barriers between my role as observer and participator seemed to evaporate and I was fully engaged within the discussions, feeling their emotions. By reviewing the recordings of the meetings frequently to define themes and insights I think that this closeness enabled their spontaneity. I think it is important to note here that my input in terms of joining the conversations was very limited, I did not offer an opinion, however reflected their words to evoke further depth of discussion.
The theme of relationships was also emphasised strongly in the focus groups, one participant explained “you have to change to grow with the child, every child needs a different version of you.... this child might need extra help with maths, this child might need help with the toilet”. Another member of the group followed by reinforcing this statement, asserting that “you’re a different practitioner based on which child you’re teaching, supporting family issues or speech and language”. The discussion here highlights both the complexity of meeting a child's holistic needs and reinforces that early education is as much about care as it is about learning, a factor that is supported by the pedagogical principles and the developmental pathways within the curriculum. 
The discussion moved to the relationship that the staff had with the children's parents and families. We have already heard that the dyad participants said that as the children grow up, their families bring new siblings to the nursery. This could be linked to the care that their older brothers and sisters received whilst attending the setting. The strength of the relationship between the parent and the staff is highlighted within the dyad's conversation. They describe an “ethos of love within the setting, we love the setting and so do the children and their families”. This creates a welcoming and inclusive feeling to the setting; it is a reciprocal experience with all partners fully involved. One participant refers to her “work family” which includes colleagues, children and their families. The importance of including families in the progress of their children is highlighted by the focus group also, “you need to know the parents, this helps you to know the children”. This approach enhances for the children a sense of belonging, seeing the relationship between their parents and their carers reinforces the connections between the two. “Settings that value, celebrate and build upon children’s past and present experiences from home and their community can strengthen a sense of belonging” (Welsh Government, 2022). Maslow's hierarchy of needs is a theoretical framework that is widely accepted as significant in explaining a child's holistic development (Weinberg, 2011). Within this framework a sense of belonging enables a child's ability to grow in confidence and develop self-esteem. 
Throughout the discourses within both meetings the use of emotive and evocative language to describe relationships between practitioners and children are evident. This was more so in the language of the experienced practitioners and leaders within the dyadic interview. The word love was included in the conversations frequently and confidently, this term is not widely used in professional discourse. However there has been some research in this area and term professional love was framed by Jools Page who states that “love is ‘situated’ in an early year setting: it is situated in the complex lives, experiences, attitudes, feelings, histories of everyone who participates in a setting” (Page, 2018 p.126). This statement would appear to support the thoughts and feelings expressed during the participants discussions. The whole setting as described by the participants have an ethos and value base linked to effective relationships and interconnections. 
Grimmer (2021) continues to support this loving pedagogy and asserts that parents find this approach to their children's care valuable. Maslow’s (2013) recognition of the need to love and be loved as an essential component of human development. The dyadic interview confirms the feelings of parents when describing their use of love letters to the children, which are shared with the parents. These love letters affirm the child's strengths and achievements using evocative language and valuing them within the context of the setting. One of the participants tells us that parents said following reading these letters, “I knew you knew my child” a valuable affirmation that this approach towards children is supported by parents and is an effective pedagogical principle reaffirming the power of a loving pedagogy. 
Overall, the two groups of participants offered deep reflective and authentic explorations of complex themes that offered insight into the role of the enabling adult. The complexity of thought and the centrality of the child highlighted the effectiveness of a curriculum that is grounded in professional values and knowledge to meet the needs of the child holistically. There is also a sense that the two groups were at different levels of experience and knowledge, however these principles were evident within all members of the groups. This would appear to support the dyadic interviews feelings that early year's education cannot be achieved by anyone, there needs to be deeply held philosophy that recognises the practitioner's commitment and dedication to their role which goes beyond the “9-5” work ethic and becomes integrated into their very being.




Conclusion and Recommendations.
The Curriculum for Non-Maintained Nursery settings is a relatively new addition, offering support and guidance for early years practitioners to meet the holistic developmental needs of young children. This newness resulted in a limited amount of research data with which to frame the study.  However, as the literature review revealed, the content of the curriculum is based upon established theoretical frameworks and pedagogical principles well researched in the field.
The aim of the study was to explore practitioners' thoughts and feelings around the implementation of the curriculum based on their experiences of ‘doing it’. A further focus was on the role of the enabling adult, a key theme within the curriculum, how did practitioners interpret this role and incorporate it into their practice?
The research was underpinned by the theoretical framework of hermeneutic phenomenology, a concept that recognises the value of exploring lived experiences to create qualitative data.  Focus groups were chosen as the method of collecting data as this style of interviewing fits within the conceptual nature of hermeneutic phenomenology.  Focus groups were populated by early years students on The BA Early Years Education and Care course, they were also all working within early years settings.  The practitioners were at different stages of their careers which offered varied experiences and understanding, creating rich data.  One focus group was not fully attended and only two participants joined the meeting, the ensuing dyadic interview however was a rich source of data and a method that I will consider using in further research. The other focus group had six participants and was also engaging and revealed excellent insights.
Thematic analysis was used as the basis for data interpretation and analysis, the focus groups were recorded, and a video and transcript were available for frequent views and reviews to familiarise myself with the data.  The participants freely engaged in deep discussions around their experiences of the curriculum and the role of the enabling adult.
The key themes that emerged showed a depth of care for the children within their settings and strongly linked to a professional knowledge and value base.  They were positive and excited by the opportunities offered by the new curriculum.  However, there was an affirmation that the curriculum required a whole setting approach working together to create a shared vision.  The less experienced practitioners felt disempowered if they did not have supportive leaders who engaged them in the implementation of the curriculum.  However, they felt that as they developed professionally and completed the degree, they would feel more confident to express their views.  The experienced participants modelled excellent leadership skills and valued all members of their team offering frequent feedback and supporting professional development. 
What became apparent as both meetings progressed was the significance of strong professional relationships with children and their families.  The role of enabling adult was embraced by all the participants and created a broad sense of recognising the voice of the child, facilitating child led experiences and communicating effectively with parents.   The use of emotive language was common, and the sense of a loving pedagogy was framed within all the participants experiences of working with young children.
The key findings here are that the curriculum offers a freedom to create environments meeting the diverse needs of children following their play with curiosity and developing secure and nurturing relationships. Further study in this area with a broader range of participants with different levels of experience would be an opportunity to create a wider evidence base around effective early years practice. 
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