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Introduction
After twenty years of working as a Higher Level Learning Support Assistant within the UK and Turkey I have gained a broad knowledge of child development within early year’s curricula across different cultures and how it is supported in practice. While working in various different early years settings my favourite memories are being with the children when they discover a mini beast under a log or on a leaf. Their delight and sometimes horror is such a moment of discovery and learning that I believe needs to be nurtured and explored. Reflecting on my practice over the years I became aware of how sometimes amazing discoveries by children are not nurtured or developed by practitioners into something more meaningful. I have always felt after these discoveries in the garden that it is soon forgotten when a child re- enters the classroom. I also noticed the lack of knowledge from practitioners about individual mini-beasts which I believe creates missed opportunities to develop a child’s curiosity. With this in mind I was inspired to create something to develop intrigue and play opportunities for the child who discovered the mini-beasts while providing support to the practitioner. I wanted to build on discoveries made outdoors and continue the learning inside in order to embed knowledge and for children to share their discoveries with their peers. By taking inspiration from children’s television detective characters such as Danger Mouse and Andy’s adventures, I have developed an idea of a series of individual mini beasts having its own ‘case’ within which would be a range of activities inside for the child to investigate while carrying on the learning inside the classroom, setting or home.



[image: ][image: ]The Product – “The Case of the Mini-Beasts”






The product consists of a hardwearing colourful plastic brief case which is easy to store and open by young children. Inside contains six items from which the child can choose what to engage with and investigate while sharing with one’s peers. The items have been selected to enhance child development in various areas of learning in the current curricula (Welsh Government, 2022) and to also provide the practitioner or caregiver with support in helping the child develop their knowledge of mini-beasts. I have chosen eight of the most commonly found mini-beasts and developed an individual case of their own products. For example ‘The Case of the Woodlouse’ would contain : A story book called ‘William the Woodlouse’,  one woodlouse dress up costume, one habitat to build or create, one life –cycle pack, one pack of twelve rubber or plastic  woodlice and one fact file with pictures with question prompts including further activities on the back for practitioners or carers. With ‘exploration’ as one of the developmental pathways in the early year’s curriculum in the UK (HWB, 2023).I believe my product delivers the chance for this through each aspect of the contents of the box. Early childhood theorists such as Piaget highlighted how interaction with the environment and active exploration shape cognitive development (Wadsworth, 2004) .I will expand on how my product links to child development and current practices further on in my business plan.

Market research 
By carrying out primary market research through a focus group I was provided with more insightful results which have helped me develop and improve the product. Following on from advice taken from McCormack (2019) I was able to conduct a positive and informative discussion of my product. The focus group included teachers, carers, support assistants and home educators who also are my target buyers which was an advantage. The outcome of the focus group was optimistic as the product is unique to the market with only bug exploring kits being the nearest competitor. It was discussed that there are many bug collecting packs or bug sacks on the market but they only provide exploratory tools and some pictures. One of the child practitioner’s among the group Bridge (2024) noted that most early years settings have tools already such as tweezers and magnifying glasses which could be used in addition to my case. It was discussed that the product could be sold to a wide target market including, schools, private nurseries and home educators for educational purposes while also being suitable for families as gifts to children for celebrations. It was highlighted by the group that they believed that the trend in learning more about the natural world may help to create a demand for the product. In support of this Chawla (2021) reports how the impact of children learning about the natural world has a positive impact on all areas of development of a child and their relationship with the world. The focus group agreed that it was a unique product which they could see being used in nurseries and in the external retail market. However they were sceptical on how the product could be manufactured and sold without making a financial loss although I have carried out an in depth financial forecast which does provide a profit after the first years trading. My secondary research concentrated on researching my main competitors. I did this by studying existing data through online selling platforms such as Etsy and Amazon and by visiting local toy stores such as The Entertainer and Smyth’s Toys I also researched educational resource catalogues (TTS Education, 2024) and on each platform there was not another resource like the case of the min-beasts which gave me confidence to continue with the concept.
Marketing

Initially ‘The Case of the Mini-Beasts’ will be advertised online platforms  such as  Tik Tok, Facebook and Etsy, which all have low processing and transaction fees. Endorsements from Luckman (2015) give confidence for female entrepreneurs to use digital technology for marketing of small projects which are often created in the home or alongside a full time job. It can also be advertised through educational blogs and on local school networking online sites. Following on from this ‘The Case of the Mini-Beasts’ can be promoted at toy fairs around the country such as at Olympia in London which is the UK’s largest dedicated toy show (BBC business, 2024). This would be a great opportunity to exhibit my product to retailers, buyers, media and the wider industry. This year’s show at Olympia in London’s celebrated its 70th Toy fair and was hailed a success by The British Toy & Hobby Association (BTHA, 2024) who reported that even while the UK's economy remained difficult and customers' purchasing power declined during 2023, the toy market in the country showed resiliency, with sales valued at £3.5 billion. In support of this a leading toy expert, Kerri Atherton (2024) claims that there are great opportunities for launching new products in the UK market which is positive news for the launch of ‘The case of the Mini-beasts’ to major retailers.

Manufacturing 

Local manufacturers, Potterton Pacs (2024) provide a selection of hard back cases with the cost price decreasing with the amount ordered. It is more ethical and sustainable to use a UK supplier however this could decrease the profit margins considerably. After contacting many suppliers a local supplier Risus wholesale (2024) was found who are able to supply the story books in the ‘case’ at a competitive price. Local sources will be used initially to make the costumes before contracting the costume supply out to an overseas manufacturer (Global Sources, 2024) .The other items in the case have been sourced from Ningbo Visions Import & Export Company in China (2024). With further research I believe that I can reduce the initial cost per case indicated in my business pitch by importing more of the items from overseas. There are concerns that this decision is not an environmentally friendly option however once the initial roll out of the series becomes successful I will look further into more items being sourced locally through the Green Providers directory (2024).

Finance

 There are many avenues to choose from to help fund the set up and scale up of this product taking it from production to market. One of the priorities for the Welsh government (Welsh Government, 2020) is supporting more women in innovation and business therefore Business Wales offers many grant opportunities and low cost loans especially for women starting up in business.  Also very encouraging is a review by Alison Rose (Welsh Government, 2019) which highlighted the need for women entrepreneurs to receive more support financially and to help every woman to fulfil their potential to start or scale up their business ideas. In light of this review there are now more benefits to help women in business such as; tax relief schemes at the start of a business set up and mentorship programmes. More recently a progress report by Rose and Hollinlake (2023) on the initial Alison Rose review found that more than 800,000 female entrepreneurs were accepted into programs and given access to direct support, such as face-to-face conferences, networking events, mentorship sessions, and online webinars. Also many young girls around the UK received enterprise training in schools and educational settings which the NatWest Bank group (2023) plan to increase to three million opportunities for female entrepreneurs over the next three years. Being accepted onto one of these programmes will help me to plan my finance and guide me on how to start up my business.
 
Business Plan Part 2 – Research 
 Theorists such as Piaget (1936) and experienced educators highlighted the importance of curiosity and exploration as crucial to the growth of cognition in early year’s development. Piaget stated that one of a child’s natural behaviours is exploration which helps them discover and unlock the mysteries of the world around them (Piaget,1945). The Case of the Mini-beasts offers young children opportunity to continue ones curiosity once the initial magic moment of discovery has passed. According to a study by Evans et al. (2021) a child’s interest can be maintained by expanding learning into other areas, which will motivate the child to continue exploring with purpose which enriches their understanding. This can be backed up by the Lewin’s Field theory (Chak, 2002) which highlights the importance of an adult’s role in sustaining a child’s curiosity for maximum benefit. Current practice today teaches child care workers to observe more in order to ‘enable’ the child to be independent in their discoveries (Pacey, 2018). One could argue that the adult should step away rather than involve in new discoveries. Alternatively, Thomas (2022) recognises the adult could increase the child’s interest by stepping in at the right moment without curtailing the magical moment of discovery. 
Exploration in the natural environment is encouraged far more today with the Forest school ethos being encouraged in schools and the impact it has on child development (Prins, 2023). The designed product relies on these explorations in the natural environment to occur before being introduced. Although one could argue that not all schools have a suitable outdoor environment in which children could explore, which could be seen as a disadvantage for promotion of the product since its main objective is to be used as a follow on activity from an outdoor learning discovery. However, chances for schools to improve their outdoor environment are fully supported through various routes to include the ‘Primary Spaces Facilities Funding initiative’ driven by funding from Lottery UK (Business Education, 2024) and government-funded schemes such as ‘Nature Friendly Schools’ (Mead ,2021).
The story book within the ‘case’ develops literacy skills. Introducing a story about the discovered mini beast increases vocabulary, improves listening skills and extends beyond reality and may include fantastical features to encourage children to think more creatively. Research from Dowdall et al. (2020) found that book sharing has a positive impact on expressive and receptive language skills. Similarly, Whitehead (2010) states that reading books to children improve a child’s vocabulary and ability to communicate more effectively. 
The dressing up costume gives the chance for a child to experience life as something else which can be an effective way to help the child develop empathy and understanding toward others (Clarke, 2019). Likewise Bryce - Clegg (2014) believe that when children pretend to be someone else, they’re essentially stepping into someone else’s shoes and seeing the world differently giving them the chance to make sense of the reality. The ‘habitat’ included in the ‘case’ contains small parts to build which encourages imagination and creativity. This provides an opportunity for open ended play which doesn’t limit the child and allows them to use their imagination. Guidance from Hwb at the Welsh Government (no date) reports that building with small parts develops a child’s fine motor skills as well as increasing hand-eye coordination, which are fundamental to the early years and lay the groundwork for skills like writing. This view is supported by Carlson et al. (2013) who wrote how the development of fine motor skills increases academic performance. The life cycle pack within the case helps the child to make sense of the world around them and also give the opportunities for the practitioner to extend the child’s knowledge as reported by Hunt (2020).
Despite positive links between the product and early year’s development there are concerns with how the product will be utilised in the setting, used incorrectly could be detrimental to its purpose. The product was primarily designed to develop and encourage curiosity of the natural world by building on discoveries made outdoors and continue the learning inside. However, busy practitioners and inclement weather may decide that the mini- beasts’ cases are displayed on continuous provision inside the setting despite being designed to follow on from a discovery in the outdoors. One could argue that the same learning could still occur if this was the case, however Russell and Boileau (2018) states that real discoveries are more long lasting if faced with real life situations such as finding a huge hairy spider under a log rather than a plastic one on a table. An additional barrier to the successful implementation of the product is that the practitioner does not read the fact file within the case and therefore will not gain deeper knowledge which one can pass onto the child.  Many settings may have inexperienced practitioners who may inadvertently miss opportunities to teach. Casemore (2018), states that practitioners can ultimately be the deciding factor between the success and failure of a resource and if that practitioner lacks the enthusiasm then the opportunity for further use of the resource is lost. However, Sobel and Letourneau (2018) argue that a child left alone to discover and explore will if interested approach an adult for further engagement on a topic. However the need for staff training before using the product is essential.
 A study by Phenice and Griffore (2003) found that children are not completely aware of their relationship between nature and themselves while it highlighted that practitioners take on a very important role when nurturing a child’s interest in the natural world which should not be taken on unless they have a true understanding of how to facilitate learning. In support of this is the Learning Partnership (Dudley and Thomas 2022) who advocate that enabling adults foster a culture of communication by modelling various forms of expression. Through deft interactions, they build on the knowledge already possessed by children to facilitate and inspire them to make connections between people, places, and objects.
A major criticism of the product is that it is predominately plastic in parts which go against the trend of wooden resources which many settings are returning to. Giltrow (2022) argues that the apparent increase in wooden toys reflects a desire to return to simplicity, as well as a global shift towards more sustainable, ecologically friendly items. However, the BBC (2019) reports that wooden resources are proving expensive to purchase and with the current economic climate affecting UK school budgets then a more economical option 

is more viable. In support of this Watkins (2019) recognises that plastic toy items are not single use and can be re-used again and again as second hand toys therefore are more sustainable than electronic toys.
Despite the challenges and barriers facing the launch of this product, its multi-use function, strong links with child development and competitive pricing make it a viable investment for both educational and recreational purposes. Schools and educational settings despite having restrictive budgets are able to access grants through informative online portals such grantsonline.org (2023) while school PTA fundraising events and online fundraising opportunities such as Go Fund Me (2010) prove a viable option to increase a schools spending capacity. In addition, the product has the potential to stand out from the competition on a shelf in a retail shop due to its aesthetics and its unique function making it a perfect purchase for any gift giver. Once established, a series of ‘The Case of the Mini-Beasts’ could be developed for children in progression step two of the national curriculum in Wales with the focus being on more inquiry based items to ignite and encourage further research.  
This business plan has critically analysed the creation of a new product for early year’s education and the toy market. It has demonstrated how the product links to child development and has discussed barriers and challenges to bringing this product to market. It has shown entrepreneurship through its creation with clear evidence of the product being unique. Recommendations include further research to find alternative manufacturers and also to develop the concept further for an older age group in primary schools. 
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