

Section 4
Case Study

Could a lack of understanding on child development limit a child’s imagination and cognitive abilities?

A 4-year-old little girl that was attending our setting in the afternoons once came into the setting looking very sad. Her mother asked if she could have a chat with me to explain what had happened. I invited her mother in, and we had a private conversation. The girl's mother went on to explain that she had been to school that morning and did not have a very good session. I then proceeded to ask what had happened. The mother stated that the school had called her in to inform her that her child had not had a very good session, and they were disappointed in her. The school went on to explain that the little girl was caught putting a glue stick over the doll and that it is not acceptable to treat resources like that. The mother goes on to say to me that she had told the child off for the situation; however, she felt confused because she had never had any negative reports about her behaviour previously. I asked the mother if she minded me speaking to the child to find out what her intentions were with the doll. The mother agreed that this would be okay. While in session, I asked the child, “Did you have a good day in school today?” and the child replied, “No, I never; I was a naughty girl." I then reassured the child that she was a lovely girl who we are very proud of and proceeded to ask why she thought she was naughty. The child then said, "Because I was taking my baby to the park, and she needed sunscreen on." It was at that moment that I realised the child was in fact using the glue stick as a sun stick. The behaviour she was actually displaying was thoughtful and caring, as she was thinking about keeping her baby safe from the hot weather. Probably replaying a situation that had happened to herself many times.


The value of imaginative play in fostering cognition and emotional intelligence is acknowledged by theories such as Vygotsky (1978) and Piaget (2007). These theories emphasise how crucial imaginative play is to a child’s emotional intelligence and their cognitive skills. Imaginative play allows children to explore different scenarios and perspectives, helping them develop empathy and social skills (Brooks, p. 6). Additionally, it encourages problem-solving and critical thinking as children create and navigate their own imaginary worlds (Smutny et al., 2016, p. 112).

.

Vygosky (1967, cited by Sibakova 2015) shared his approach of concentrating on a particular type of play known as pretend play, social dramatic play, or make-believe play. The theorist hypothesised that when young children build an imaginary scenario, assume and act out roles, and adhere to a system of rules specified by specific roles, it's sometimes referred to as "fully developed" play. Furthermore, Veraska and Veraska (2015) highlight Vygosky’s discussion on the shift from primitive sensory-motor and visceral representational mind processes to more sophisticated symbolic thought, implying that pretend play establishes the groundwork for thinking and imitation, two higher-order cognitive processes. Bodrova and Leong (2003, p. 162) discuss the theory in more detail, highlighting that children assume roles like mother or teacher in order to immediately satisfy their desire to act like adults. One might argue that in the above scenario, the child was fulfilling their desire to act like the caring, nurturing adults around her, while furthermore developing crucial cognitive, emotional, and social skills.
Although there are stark differences between Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories, it is evident that both place an emphasis on the importance of symbolic play. Piaget believed that through symbolic play, young children build more sophisticated world representations by expanding on their understanding of people, objects, and behaviours (Banyard et al., p.137) However, Piaget expanded further. Slee et al. (2012, p.323) discuss Piaget’s hypothesis of animism, which is the idea that toys and teddy bears, among other inanimate objects, have human emotions and intentions. Additionally, the authors suggest that through animism, Piaget indicated that the natural world is alive, sentient, and serves a function during the pre-operational stage. It could be implied that Piaget's hypothesis of animism sheds light on the child’s perspective and understanding of the world around them in the case study. Furthermore, by attributing human emotions and intentions to inanimate objects, the child in the example demonstrates their cognitive development and ability to empathise with their surroundings. However, Pellegrini (1985, p. 118) heavily criticises the pretend play theories of both Piaget and Vygotsky, contending that children's mental processes for both representational processes are comparable and that children do not need to play imaginatively to guide their literal behaviour. It appears this criticism challenges the notion that pretend play is the only or primary pathway for children to develop their cognitive abilities. Furthermore, critics have also shared their concerns about Piaget’s lack of emphasis on social factors that could influence pretend play (Berliner and Calfee, 2013, p. 494).

Nevertheless, research conducted by Veraksa and Veraksa,(2015) does demonstrate a link between symbolic play and cognitive abilities, and the researchers argue that becoming aware of how symbols are used as cognitive tools will help educators, parents, and other carers who support children to think differently. Additionally, Callaghan and Corbit (2015, p.268) also maintain that utilising symbolic representation in both educational and domestic settings will help children learn new ideas and concepts that they might find challenging to grasp otherwise, creating the optimal conditions for their development. Therefore, one could question whether, in this scenario, there was a lack of understanding from the teacher and the situation interfered with the child’s perception of the objects and their cognitive understanding of the situation.

Additionally, it could be argued that exploring alternative teaching methods or adjusting the learning environment may help enhance the child's cognitive understanding in similar situations. Impressive research conducted by Schonert-Reichl (2017, p. 146) concluded that one aspect of excellent, high-quality teaching is the educators' knowledge and understanding of the social, emotional, and cognitive development of children. However, this research would have been more useful if the study had identified key issues in the deficiency of knowledge and understanding of child development, such as a lack of funding or qualification requirements. Nevertheless, research conducted by Darling-Hammond and Cook Harvey (2018, p. 46) lends support to the argument and found that teachers who have a strong grasp of child development are better able to design lessons that support children’s' academic, social, and emotional growth and improve their outcomes. However, this study recognises that schools need more funding to assist with professional development and has highlighted that in some countries, practitioners are now required to have a deep level of understanding of the topic before practicing. It could be suggested that these issues need to be explored further.

[bookmark: _Hlk155657870]A review of school spending in Wales highlights a significant public debate on how the funding across Wales is distributed, highlighting that recently, there has been a reduction in spending per learner which has consequently led to larger classrooms and higher teacher child ratios, potentially reducing the quality of teaching and learning.  However, more worryingly, the review highlights that just 2 percent of the spending goes on training and professional development (Welsh Government, 2022). It could be contended that this funding is insufficient considering the recent changes that are affecting education settings in Wales such as the Additional Learning Needs reform and the implementation of the new Curriculum for Wales. Furthermore, the evaluation also highlights that approximately 7 percent of the funding goes on the physical environment (Welsh Government, 2022). It is possible to wonder if the teacher in the case study was irritated by the child's behaviour because she was concerned about resources not being taken care of and didn't have the money to replace them. It is argued that the allocation of funds for the physical environment is concerning, and it is crucial for policymakers to reassess the distribution of funding to ensure that training, professional development, and other essential aspects of education are adequately supported. Davies (2022) draws attention to teachers concerns about the funding crisis schools in Wales are facing and how this impacts on the curriculum delivery, alleging that the situation is only going to get worse, and calling for a complete overhaul.  It could be claimed that this is one of the main reasons for the disappointing Pisa results that were released at the end of 2023. Lewis (2023) discusses Wales performance, stating that the country had fallen to its lowest level ever. Jeremy Miles called these results “disappointing” however stresses that the decline could be a potential consequence of the implementation of the new curriculum and speaks of hope that the curriculum will revolutionise education in Wales (Williams 2023).
The case study highlights the importance of symbolic play in a child's development, but highlights a lack of understanding among educators. The teacher could have better understood the child's intentions and provided appropriate support to enhance their symbolic play skills. Engaging in dialogue with the child could foster a deeper understanding of the child's cognitive and emotional development, allowing for more effective teaching strategies. The study also highlights issues in Wales' education system, such as inadequate funding and teacher training, that need to be addressed for a healthy learning environment.
Section 5 
In order to improve practice and ensure high quality care, it is paramount that reflection occurs as an everyday practice. Reflection allows professionals to critically analyse their actions, decisions, and outcomes, leading to continuous learning and professional growth. Furthermore, it also promotes self-awareness and empathy, enabling them to better understand the perspectives and needs of service users. (Hawatson-Jones, 2016,  p.6). A widely used reflective model is the Gibbs Reflective Cycle. This model consists of six stages that guide individuals in reflecting on their experiences and learning from them. It involves describing the event, identifying feelings and thoughts, evaluating the experience, analysing what happened and drawing conclusions and creating an action plan (Sharmer and Sharmer, 2023, p.10).  For this analysis I will be following the Gibbs reflective model. I will identify an area of practice that I aim to improve, discuss what happened, and analyse my thoughts and feelings about the situation. Then, I will evaluate the experience, considering both the positive and negative aspects. Finally, I will develop an action plan to enhance my practice in the identified area and outline how I will implement it. By using this reflective model, I aim to gain a deeper understanding of actions taken and make meaningful improvements for future practice.  
 I have decided to critically analyse a particular incident where a child's transition into my setting could have had the potential to negatively impact their well-being and identify why insufficient communication from myself to the parent could have caused a breakdown in relationship between us during this crucial time. Effective transitions are essential in early childhood settings, and this is reflected in research, practice, and policy (Packer et al 2021, p.1). Practitioners working with children are aware of the influence that transitions of any kind can have on children's learning, mostly through an impact on their well-being. Such transitions can disrupt children's sense of stability and familiarity, affecting their emotional and cognitive development (Brooker, 2008, p.4). Furthermore, O’Connor (2018, p.6) stresses that its crucial for educators to be aware of the complexities involved with transitions to prevent any further anxieties and potential long-term harm. 
Boyle et al (2018) state that although it is difficult to focus on a single definition for the term "transitions," it can be defined as significant occurrences or processes that take place at particular points in a person's life.  Elaborating further, (Purtell, 2020) refers to transitions as significant times in which individuals must adjust to their changing surroundings and the success of the transition could have lasting consequences.  On this occasion the transition involved a 24-month-old boy, who I will refer to as Child A. The child was coming into the setting from home, having never been to any other childcare facility. The setting places an emphasis on the significance of a successful transition. Therefore, as in line with the “Settling in” policy, the usual transitional process begun.  The "Settling in" policy includes a gradual introduction to the new environment, allowing the child to become familiar with the surroundings and establish a bond with the caregivers. The process involves short visits initially, gradually increasing in duration until the child feels comfortable and confident in their new setting. During the initial visits, a parent or carer is invited in to engage in play sessions with the  child and their key worker. According to Bronfenbrenner's (1979, cited by Ashiabi,  et al. 2015). ecological systems theory, a parent can act as a bridge builder when they accompany their child into a new micro-system, such as a childcare centre, to ease the transition from their familiar family environment to a new one. For the youngster, a strong link between the microsystems is crucial (Elliot and Davies, 2020). 
 As we take a flexible approach to transitions, the number of play sessions a parent participates in depends on the child’s response to the settling in period.  Following the play sessions, both the setting and child A’s mother agreed that he was now ready to attend his sessions without a parent. However, after approximately 15 minutes of being in the setting, Child A started to become very upset and asking for his mother. Staff followed the usual nurturing procedures such as offering him comfort, reassuring him, talking through the routine through the use of a visual timeline and providing him with his comfort blanket. However, the child was starting to become even more upset, therefore, we contacted the child’s parent to collect him. This is in line with our policy and the Minimum Standards (2023) that state separation from parents or carers causes as little distress and anxiety as possible. Guidance in the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Nurseries (2022) suggests whether a child has a positive or poor experience depends on how well we handle transitions. Inadequate support during this phase may result in detrimental long-term consequences for children, such as low self-esteem, low confidence and trouble establishing positive relationships. Staff responded efficiently to support Child A's well-being, adapting the transition process to his specific needs. A dedicated staff member was allocated to the upstairs transition room to help establish a strong relationship with his key worker. Although this may impact adult/child ratios, it was determined that it could be done for three days a week. Child A's adjustment to the new environment requires more time and a strong bond with his key worker. Gradually increasing attendance ensures a smooth transition and long-term success.
 Bowlby (2007) asserts when babies and toddlers are in the company of strangers and in unfamiliar environments, their attachment seeking response will be triggered in the absence of the primary or secondary attachment figure. Furthermore, Yeary (2020) suggests that when these responses are triggered, it is vital that the child has opportunities to spend quality time with a consistent caregiver within the daycare facility and this is an important way to support the child’s emotional needs in what is a stressful time. Agreeing, O’Connor (2018, p.9) asserts that consistent and nurturing relationships with caregivers in daycare settings can help mitigate the stress experienced by children during such unfamiliar and stressful situations. These relationships provide a sense of security and comfort, allowing the child to develop a secure attachment, which is crucial for their emotional well-being. The setting emphasises the relationship during crucial transitions, and the child's mother agreed to a temporary arrangement. The plan focuses on the child's well-being and monitoring progress. The child's transition sessions were successful, and the child appeared more settled and calmer.
A few days after the plan had been implemented. I had a telephone call from my Flying Start advisory officer, who stated that a  parent complained about settling in procedures for their child, and the Flying Start advisory officer suggested a five-day week in line with contractual obligations. I explained the transition was going well and expressed concerns about regression if the child returned to the free-flow environment. The advisory officer seemed unsupportive and appeared to question my  judgement. More worryingly, she then continued to firmly suggest to me that I should have the child in for five days a week and if he gets distressed, not to call the parents to pick him up because the child knows what he is doing and is only getting distressed because he has learned that he will go home early. I was very disappointed with this advice as I felt it was prioritising financial obligations over the child’s well-being. I asserted leaving any child distressed during a transition period would not align with the settings ethos, policies or values, additionally, the advice conflicts with the Flying Start (2023) guidance, that  states a variety of strategies should be implemented to  ensure smooth transition into the setting. Furthermore, guidance also emphasises that adults in the setting should be sensitive and responsive to the children’s needs. It could be argued that the advice given contradicts best practice guidelines for supporting children during transitions, prioritizing their emotional needs and avoiding distressing situations. Furthermore, it conflicted with guidance from  the National Minimum Standard (DATE), which emphasizes stress and anxiety minimization.
 Indeed, research conducted by Humphries  et al (2018) discuss the consequences of children being distressed for a long period of time, the study found that early life stress is a strong predictor of subsequent poor mental and physical health consequences in later years. However, as the research was conducted on adolescences it is difficult to understand the levels of stress the individuals had experienced. Although a panel of researchers rated the intensity of their stressful situations, that might not be an accurate representation of the level of stress the child could have experienced, as sociobiological factors would have needed to be considered such as the child’s personality, their experiences before the event and the support they had throughout that time. Sandy and Haller (2015) assert that the timing of exposure and genetic factors determine the impact of early life stress and  early life stress can have different outcomes depending on when it occurs during a person's development and the individual's genetic makeup,  these factors interact to shape how individuals respond to and cope with stressors Nevertheless, although there appears to be limitations within the study conducted by Humphries et el  a definite correlation has been established between stress in the early years and negative effects on one's physical and mental well-being in later years. Therefore, the importance of responding to a child’s emotional distress and providing them with appropriate support cannot be overstated. 
Although I was aware of some of the consequences of leaving a child in a distressed state for long periods of time, I felt at the time that I could not share my concerns with the advisory officer, as she is someone in an authority position, and I did not want to appear patronising or condescending. Additionally, I felt uncertain about my own knowledge and expertise in the matter, which further hindered my ability to voice my concerns. Therefore, the rationale for a reflection on this area of practice was strengthened further. One does ponder whether this was a  wicked problem? Churchman (1967, as cited by Lonngren and Van Poek, 2021) defines a wicked problem as “social system problems which are ill-formulated, where the information is confusing, where there are many clients and decision makers with conflicting values and where the ramifications in the whole system are thoroughly confusing”.  Additionally, Davies (2016) alleges that actually wicked problems cannot be solved at all; the most that can happen is a loosening of the problem space, which allows for a greater variety of viable courses of action. Therefore, it could be questioned, on this occasion, what would reduce the problem identified? I have wondered whether there is a need for professional development opportunities regarding the subject matter. Additionally, it is also worth considering the potential impact of implementing systemic changes or policies that address the underlying factors contributing to the problem. Nevertheless, on this occasion, I decided not to follow the advice I was given, as it did not align with our values, policies, guidance or requirements. We continued with our individual transition plan. A meeting was held with a parent who expressed concerns about their child's missing entitled days and the inconvenience of having to collect him. The meeting focused on the benefits of a transition plan and the importance of ensuring their well-being. The parents were happy with the plan and the progress their child had made in settling into the environment. However, if the meeting had occurred before the plan was implemented, it may have prevented a complaint and improved communication between us and the parents. Highlighted in the Curriculum for Wales (2022) to provide a positive transition experience, it is paramount that the setting encourages open dialogue with parents and carers. Furthermore, Web et al (2017) argues when a child transition into a new setting, this can be a stressful time for families due to the adjustments and changes that are occurring, and it is vital that the setting supports the family with this through effective communication and working together. Therefore, a need for more effective communication strategies during transitions at the setting has been acknowledged.
Recommendations for future practice
To ensure robust communication with parents during transitions.
To ensure strong communication with Flying Start officer during transitions.
To continue to review and evaluate personal transition plan.
Ensure all staff are aware of the impact of a successful transition.
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