An exploration of how staff and the environment support the development of schematic play.


Introduction

The responses to the call for evidence in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) suggested that the Foundation Phase is a significant strength of current educational practice.  Successful Futures is based on the successes of the ethos, principles and pedagogy underpinning the Foundation Phase and there is a need to consider this when implementing the changes due to the new curriculum.  The TLRP (2010) states that the role of the adult proves absolutely vital to the Foundation Phase’s success.  Practitioners’ ability to reflect systematically on their pedagogic practice is also directly associated to the successful implementation of new approaches, an important factor for all leaders and practitioners to consider when implementing the new curriculum.  The Foundation Phase places a great deal of emphasis on children learning by doing.  Learners are given opportunities to gain first hand experiences, through play and active participation rather than learning through delivery of information by teachers.
Play is placed at the heart of the Foundation Phase, however Reed and Canning (2010) state that the ability to hold children’s learning experiences centrally is overshadowed by infrastructure of targets and standards.

As practitioners, a key question to think about, in what play actually means.  
Play is difficult to define, however several characteristics can be used to describe play.  Play, according to Shipley (2012), can be described in a number of ways:
Pleasurable-play, where children can enjoy pleasurable activity, sometimes including frustrations, challenges and fears. Symbolic-play, where it often starts with a ‘what if?’ pretend scenarios.  Active-play, which requires action, including physical, verbal or mental engagement with people, materials, their ideas or the environment.  Voluntary-play, where children freely choose and others can be invited or prompted during this kind of play.  Process orientated-play is a means unto itself and may not have an objective and self motivating-play, which is considered as a reward to its player.

Gray (2013) stated that play is firstly self-chosen and self-directed.  Children choose freely, make and change the rules as the play progresses and have a choice when to stop.  Secondly, play is intrinsically motivated, done for its own sake and not for rewards as iterated by Shipley, or praise from others.  Thirdly, play is structured and guided by mental rules, but always with room for creativity. Fourthly, play is imaginative, in the sense that it is not real and separate from the real world.  Finally, play is conducted in an active, but relatively unstressed frame of mind.

As stated in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015), the need to ensure that pedagogy supports the social and emotional development and positive relationships in our pupils across each aspect of the curriculum as well as being integral to pursuing the curriculum purposes.  Wall et al (2015) report on pedagogy in education suggests that learning should not be understood as purely a cognitive activity. Practitioners need to be aware of and respond to students’ emotions and motivations to enable successful learning to happen. When they experience positive emotions, they learn better and are able to competently to do what is expected of them. 

Within many settings, there is a thorough investment in continual professional development, through a range of strategies including the purchase of commercially available packages to develop approaches to actively encourage these learning dispositions to support children’s thinking and learning.  Arnold (2010) has identified connections between spontaneous repeated actions and representations of their emotional worlds – something that will be elaborated upon later regarding individuals within our own setting.


The climate for learning is part of the learning experience. Developing approaches that support learners’ social and emotional wellbeing and provide opportunities for the development of emotional intelligence and metacognition is key, again supported by staff development on learning dispositions.  By developing such approaches, learners can reflect on their own learning and begin to understand the positive impact that they might have on others’ learning, in turn developing collaboration skills. Learning is enhanced through collaboration and social interaction. 
One of the primary functions of playing with others is to develop language and social skills (Bennett, Wood and Rogers, 1997). When discussing the role of socio-cultural factors in learning, early practitioners and researchers often refer to Vygotsky (1896 - 1934), particularly to the importance of language. Piaget (1896 - 1980) is often criticised for not placing emphasis on the importance of these two factors. However, Piaget‘s (1896 - 1980) theory provides an opportunity to extend on Vygotsky’s (1896 - 1934) approach to how the child develops intellectually. For example, Piaget (1896 - 1980) argues that children cannot establish consistency if they are left to play on their own, and that language is needed to further develop the links between schemas. 
As children interact with others socially, the language will contribute to enable schemas to develop and allow schemas to extend to higher levels. This interactive environment provides an ideal framework for the children to apply themselves and demonstrates how social interaction and collaboration can become a vehicle for cognitive development (Halpenny & Pettersen 2013).  
Having the ability to function effectively as a team member is one of the key skills employers regularly quoted as being essential in the modern workplace, also an important feature of the Review’s proposals. Hattie’s (2009) research is unmistakable in concluding that co-operative learning is effective. Based upon an assortment of research evidence, which highlights the positive effects peer learning has on motivation, problem solving and achievement. In this context, peer assessment is particularly powerful, needing good planning and teaching, creating structured contexts ensuring it takes place constructively. 
Many philosophers and educators have tried to define the term ‘play’; each one adding some variation to its meaning. A plethora of activities that are encompassed by the term play include a variety of behaviours, namely swinging, running, sliding, building using blocks, digging in the dirt, dancing to music, making up nonsense rhyming words, pretending and dressing up. As there is such a variety, no single definition of play can adequately describe its various aspects. It can be argued that play needs not be defined, explained, or studied.  Play is very often interpreted as the opposite of work, something that is done during the weekend, vacations, or with children. From an academic point of view, understanding the term play is significantly important to early childhood practitioners.

Rieber (1996) identifies that, play in the adults mind, has been misunderstood and has developed a reputation for being fun, or something that should be done after structured learning only.  It is essential that all schools work together to consider the impact of this, as children need the opportunity to play freely with one another and develop their wellbeing through play.

John Amos Comenius (1592 - 1670) emphasised the importance of active learning, through hands on experiences and parental involvement being critical in early learning.  Also a key finding in The Teaching and Learning Research Programme in Wales (TLRP 2010), stating that the home learning environment is crucial for children’s outcomes.  Parents’ actions and interactions can significantly counteract other disadvantaging influences.  Puckett and Diffily (2004) also believe that collaboration is built on mutual benefit, where parents and practitioners both have something to offer that benefits the other.  Parental involvement is crucial in counteracting disadvantaging influences.  

As a school, staff are committed to develop and encourage the involvement of parents and the wider community, to ensure they are constantly developing the learning experiences we provide our pupils.  Practitioners sometimes need support in seeing diversity as an opportunity rather than a problem.  To avert this, ensuring that staff are involved and regular discussions need to take place to ensure everyone actively thinks of ways to encourage effective parental involvement.

Rosenthal and Sawyers (1996) also state that young children need as much continuity within their lives as possible.  Practitioners need to understand children’s lives at home and parents need to understand their lives at school.  Empirical evidence shows this establishes key factors by the use of  regular meetings with parents to discuss pupils to create profiles, to continually gather as much information as possible about each pupils, to ascertain what their interests are and how they can best be supported with their learning.  Gathering this information before they begin school through home visits, where parents/carers, along with their children, can be offered an opportunity for practitioners to visit them in their home environment.  This can be an opportunity for parents/carers to speak openly in the comfort of their own home and also enables the practitioner to see the child play freely in their own environment.

John Locke (1632 - 1704) advocated that children’s play must be free and unrestrained, emphasising that early learning needs to be a pleasurable experience.  Also, he recognised the importance of observing play to determine the children’s interests.  Early learning experiences should be encouraged.  Adults should strive to model activities well and through meaningful experiences that are carefully set up within the learning environment.

Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712 – 1778) was the first to argue the need for children to be children.  He believed that learning should be based on children’s abilities, interests and needs, whilst being sensitive to their developmental levels.  Early learning environments are meant to be informal settings, encouraging the children to explore using their senses and motor abilities.  He also recognised the effect a poor learning environment had on the child’s later abilities.

Rich environments indoors have a direct effect on the children’s quality of learning and development. A rich environment should be appropriate for the child, attractive, interesting and children should feel safe and happy to be there where they can confidently play and learn.
Indoor space needs considerate planning as it needs to be adaptable enough so children’s changing interests and needs can be accommodated. Books need to be attractive and well maintained and reflect children’s fascinations and resources should be accessible by children themselves.
Ideally children should have access to outdoor space on a daily basis as they benefit enormously from learning outdoors. Being outdoors allows children to move around without the restrictions of being inside. They are able to use a multisensory approach to learning, where physical activity is enhanced, allowing opportunities for big scale play, creativity and problem-solving collaboratively, whilst taking risks. School settings provide activities to promote collaboration and negotiation between peers that is different from many home settings (Faulkner and Miell 1991) The outdoor environment supports play and active learning and when balanced with quiet areas, where children can reflect, it is really enhanced. Also, empirical evidence suggests that children’s use of language is greater outdoors than indoors. 

The main focus of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746 - 1827) was on the children’s right to learn through free exploration, arguing that children develop through self-activity.  He advocated that learning passes through a hierarchy of developmental stages.  Learning environments needed to be structured so that children were able to learn through trial and error, observation, imitation, active participation and lots of repetition. The role of the adult is highly significant in early learning environments and children should feel comfortable and confident enough to explore their immediate environment. The practitioner’s role is to support children in constructing their own knowledge through guiding their experiences. Piaget (1896 - 1980) was steadfast that ‘active learning’ through exploring freely is the best way for a child to learn. The adult’s role is therefore to develop and provide, based on the curriculum, a suitable learning environment, providing genuine cognitive challenges along with opportunities for progression for individual children.

Friedrich Froebel (1782 – 1852) believed that a child learned best through exploration of real materials, guided by practitioners, who would organise learning activities, guiding children’s behaviours as they played.
Bearing in mind these theories, it is imperative that practitioners provide a learning environment that is thoughtfully assembled, with experiences that enable the children to learn through play, just as the Foundation Phase initially intended.  
Vygotsky (1896 - 1934) (1978) developed the scaffolding theory and highlighted the importance of adult and peers support.  However, schemas are innate behaviours and vary depending on the child’s stage of understanding (Bee, 2000).

Schematic behaviour has been widely researched over the years by many theorists. The most well known probably being Piaget (1896 - 1980), who referred to behaviour patterns or schemas in relation to thoughts and actions.  He defined schemas as being evolving structures rather than static.  Children’s ability to classify and categorise objects and events develops as schemas expand.  A simple explanation of what is meant by a schema is the comparison to a folder on a computer; it is something used effectively to organise or group together documents, which are common in theme. Based on experiences, children adapt their schemas, through assimilation - incorporating new information into existing schema and also, through accommodation - adjusting or changing their schemas to accommodate new information. 
At some point, children face situations that require skills beyond their current developmental level, resulting in a state of cognitive disequilibrium or imbalance.  Piaget (1896 - 1980) tendency to use very complex terms to describe children’s cognitive development has been emphasised. Piaget (1896 - 1980) suggested that children’s thinking swung to more complex levels of thinking, which he termed equilibration - the interactions and outcomes of ongoing cycles of accommodation and assimilation. 
Equilibrium is a balance between accommodation and assimilation and disequilibrium being an imbalance between accommodation and assimilation.  When disequilibrium arises, the learner seeks equilibrium and will assimilate or accommodate.   When a child’s behaviour corresponds to the demands of their surroundings, they are in a state of equilibrium.  According to Piaget (1896 - 1980), a child’s natural response to disequilibrium is to adapt through assimilation and accommodation to return to equilibrium. (Halpenny and Pettersen, 2013)

Schemas adaptation through accommodation, assimilation and equilibrium are the significant building blocks in Piaget’s (1896 - 1980) stage theory of cognitive development.  A distinctive characteristic of Piaget’s (1896 - 1980) model of cognitive development is the concept that thinking and understanding does not progress simultaneously or gradually, but abilities and competences expand at certain stages and plateau at other stages of development.  According to Piaget (1896 - 1980), all children develop through the same sequence of stages before achieving rational thought (Wood, 1998).
One of the principles that Piaget’s (1896 - 1980) stage theory formed was the view of readiness to learn. In order to move onto the next developmental stage, the child must be ready to move on and cannot be impelled to a higher level of cognitive functioning.  However, Young-Ihm (2012) criticised this theory – whilst developmental stages can be valuable in guiding how staff plan children’s learning, they can also be seen as limiting and constraining children’s abilities.

To explore children’s cognitive and emotional interests, schema theory has been effectively used in practice within learning environments.
Athey’s second edition ([1990] 2007) emphasised the patterns, which emerge during children’s play and developed the view that practitioners can expand children’s thoughts through exploration of their schemas during their play.   Particular patterns of repetitive behaviour can be identified in children’s play.  Through exploring and practising their schemas in a variety of situations, they gain knowledge about the world around them. 

Athey (2007) describes eleven space, ten graphic and nine dynamic schemas, which vary from transporter to going through a boundary.  This builds on the work of Piaget and brings the children back into the focus of 
However, it should be mentioned that not all children have strong schemas.  Some children might only display schematic play for short periods of time before moving onto another schema. Although some children may never display schematic play at all. 
By interpreting schemas, it can provide practitioners with understanding into why children do things and if necessary, help us to redirect their behaviours into more meaningful or appropriate activities 
Whilst children are engaged in schemas, some may misinterpret these repeated patterns of behaviour as a sign of bad behaviour.  All adults should be aware that children need to develop their schematic play and that they will behave in these ways.  Primarily, there is a need to accept this, and embrace these behaviours.  Sometimes there is a need to redirect children to other activities in order to keep them safe; however, if the child’s behaviour is only untimely for the adults, this should merely be planned for. That way being equipped to work with these schemas and support and develop the child’s behaviour rather than try and prevent it.  Adults need to understand their role in helping them to develop this further, either by playing alongside them; questioning and leaving them to think for themselves having provided meaningful activities. 
Moreover, the adult’s role is to act as a guide and a support for the child in their learning, also to recognise the importance of making sure adults do not interfere with the child’s engagement in the genuine meaning-making process. (Halpenny & Pettersen 2013) 

Adults can intervene within children’s exploratory play through applying our knowledge and understanding of schematic behaviour to develop their play further.  Yet, sometimes there is a need to pause and not intervene too quickly, if at all; a skill that is difficult to master.  Julie Fisher (2016) uses the phrase ‘interacting or interfering’, which summarises it well.
Indeed, there are times when a child may be engaging in unsafe play or their behaviour may be disrupting or hurting others and this needs to be stopped, regardless of whether it is schematic or not.  Most practitioners have learned to develop a range of strategies to use in these situations.  For instance, a simple ABC analysis can be used, which considers the antecedents, behaviour and consequences, looking into the incident in some detail, investigating to unravel possible causes or triggers for the behaviour.

Honing in on children’s schematic interests helps to redirect or channel their energies into more appropriate and safer activity.  Nutbrown (2015) suggests many practitioners use their knowledge about schemas to divert children from disruptive play and refocus them on more worthwhile endeavours. Understanding schemas will not answer all challenging behaviours displayed by children.
However, parents and practitioners need to be astute and look beneath the surface of such behaviours to find out if there is indeed a purpose to their activity.  In doing so, schemas may be identified and can interpret children’s behaviour in a more positive light; practitioners can use this knowledge to extend children’s fascinations and redirect undesired behaviours into more meaningful pursuits.
There is a  need to think of this as being a phase of schemas the children want to explore and develop rather than a phase of defiance.  Being prepared to learn, observe and have a desire to understand and decipher challenging behaviour.  As stated by Nutbrown (2015) adults need to think beyond repeated behaviours as being ‘challenging, but rather interpreting meaningful activities to develop them. Practitioners ultimately want to provide meaningful learning experiences, therefore there is a need to understand schemas in order to respond appropriately.
Meade and Cubey (2008) and Smith et al. (2003) argue in favour of providing a wealth of opportunities to enable young children to have varying encounters with parts of information that consolidate their schemas. In turn, these schemas combine in different ways and complete a set of information in order to understand a particular concept. Graham Nuthall (2007) discovered that a child needed to encounter the complete set of information on at least three different occasions before understanding the actual concept.  

Learning can be extended, based on children’s interests, by matching curriculum content to relevant behaviours or schemas.  By observing schemas in children’s play, adults can interact with them, with an understanding of their individual interests.  Amidst the many principles, is a simple yet powerful message that has been portrayed is the huge importance of observing and documenting children’s actions as they encounter the learning environment. Forman and Hall (2005, np) highlight the value of wondering with children. They consider children’s theories, which require more than careful transcriptions of their actions and verbalisations. They emphasise that the practitioners have to delve deeper. To consider the meaning of elliptical sentences, the movements that were aborted, a confusing explanation, request, or description. Children are competent learners, but as practitioners, there is a requirement to slowly and carefully observe, and investigate the observations documented in order to comprehend the ideas that they are trying to convey. Furthermore to slowing down and observing, and studying children’s actions and verbalisations, to fully understand children’s theories requires an overall knowledge of child development and a readiness to speculate. 


Schema theory has been adapted also, for work with children with additional learning needs.  Considering in the first two years of their lives, children primarily learn in a sensorimotor world and are dependent on feedback provided on their actions.  Some children may not be aware of or cannot access the range of play opportunities on offer to them, practitioners need to be mindful of this and provide schemas in a safe environment, to support all children in building competence during their experiences and choosing our responses carefully as not to hinder their progress.

Research Methods
The proposed classroom research project was conducted solely on one provision to effectively evaluate the planned question - How do staff and the environment support the development of schematic play? 
Context
Data was collected on a small group of 5 pupils within the Nursery class in a primary school.  Currently the school has 210 pupils on roll.  The Nursery class currently has 21 pupils, 11 of which attend part-time nursery within the class.  Of the 21 pupils, 2 have an Individual Development Plan (IDP) and are on the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) register with Speech and Language being their primary need.
All pupils receive ChATT intervention (Children’s Assessment and Teaching Tool) (see appendix 1), be it on a whole class, small group or individual basis. This is a screening tool for speech, language and communication.  It enables practitioners to ascertain a child’s level of language and provides an intervention involving language-based activities that are linked to the theme in class as often as possible.
A wellbeing tracker (see appendix 2) is used in school to screen children’s emotional and wellbeing needs and this is completed once per term.  It is rated on a red, amber, green (RAG) system and those in need receive the relevant provision.  E.g. ChATT (small group/individual), Speech and Language programmes and those who may present challenging behaviours need to be screened using an Antecedent-Behaviour-Consequence (ABC) chart.
Pupil data is monitored using a teacher assessment detailed tracking tool the schools computerised system, for recording teacher assessment, using sub outcomes to track progress.

All pupils involved in the study were under 16 years of age and so participants’ assent was sought, highlighting that they may withdraw at any time.  However, they were not permitted to withdraw from learning through play as it forms part of their learning in daily school life.
Anonymity was promised to those who participated in the questionnaire (see appendix 3), as there was no identifying information required.  The submission of the questionnaire to the researcher was deemed as giving full consent.  The questionnaires were confidential to all but the researcher and they formed part of the feedback.
The participants right to withdraw at anytime was highlighted. Only the researcher had access to the questionnaires, video recordings and transcripts and Data Protection Policy was adhered to.  Such data was stored safely in accordance with school policy. Ethical guidance provided by BERA (2011), UWTSD was followed during each stage in the research and participants’ involvement was voluntary.

The research was based on a mixed method approach by collecting and analysing both qualitative and quantitative data. Observations, questionnaires and interviews were used as methods of data collection to gain depth and a variation of perspectives of the findings. Observations provided evidence of the traits of schematic play, whilst questionnaires were developed to unravel professional perspectives. The research methodology gave the opportunity to identify any need for modification, whilst adopting triangulation of multiple methods. When collecting evidence in support of the planned question, key data was exposed which I will elaborate upon. The powerful technique called triangulation, that assists the validation of data through cross verification from two or more sources. Specifically, it refers to the application and amalgamation of several research methods in the study of the same phenomenon.  It is primarily used to ensure validity - for the purpose of raising the trustworthiness of the interpretations (Taber 2008)


Qualitative data:
· A confidential, semi-structured interview to gain an insight into the practitioners’ understanding of schematic play.
· Pupil data using teacher assessment detailed tracking tools the school’s computerised system for recording assessment, using sub-outcomes to track progress.
· Video recordings of play in the classroom.

Quantitative data:
· An anonymous practitioner questionnaire, (which was optional) responses gathered through Office 365/HWB Forms.
· Practitioner’s journal of pupil observations.

Questionnaires were used so as to measure some parameters of a group of people.  However, using this method alone would mean you would not get the level of detail in qualitative responses that you would require. For this reason, the interview method was also undertaken. The interview is one of the most flexible methods for gaining qualitative information about people’s experiences, views and feelings.  A semi-structured format was used during the interviews, with a small number of questions prepared beforehand to guide topics, but with an open mind to follow different tangents within the conversation.  Due to being time consuming, this method was used with only a small number of people.

Observations played the biggest part in the collection of data.  This method can form either quantitative or qualitative research.  In this instance, quantitative data was being collected. 

The focus was on how the setting supports schematic play through professional knowledge and understanding, planning and the learning environment. The literature focuses on cognitive development, the learning environment, play and schemas in play with Piaget (1896 - 1980) (1953) being influential for this particular project. Being a reflective practitioner, I am constantly altering the learning environment to suit the needs of the children. A belief shared by myself and (Catron & Allen, 2007) is that learning environments should be well organised, comfortable, and pleasant, offering a variety of manipulates for cognitive, physical, social and emotional development. A project undertaken within the Foundation Phase in our school in the past helped to focus and develop our thinking on the importance of talk. Well defined areas are required if high talk is to take place. (Clayton & Forton, 2001) advocate that the way we arrange our learning environment plays a crucial role in children’s social and language interactions. Poorly designed learning environments can cause disruption and negative social interactions among children and/or between the children and the practitioner. For example, if the reading and mark-making area was situated next to the music area, this would cause disruption among children who are trying to master the art of writing. Children can understandably become frustrated when they do not have an organised learning environment they can call their own, so empirical evidence suggests that allowing pupil voice to choose some of the activities that will take place in their learning, mainly during projects, will develop a love for learning in a more meaningful way.  There is a need to constantly consider ways in which all practitioners can actively engage children in their learning, ensuring that real life contexts are provided as much as possible.  Also a belief shared by Donaldson within Successful Futures (2015)


Research Findings 
Questionnaires and semi-structured interviews
Findings from the opinions show a basic understanding of schematic play, but 100% of participants agreed they would benefit from further training or information regarding schemas. 
Staff views were positive regarding the layout within the setting and they found previous training on ‘high talk’ was valuable as it helped to be reflective about whether certain areas were sufficient enough in developing children’s active learning and opportunities to facilitate social and language skills.  However, they felt they needed to gain more understanding of what schematic play looked like and how they could encourage this.  In comparison with literature, the setting currently provides opportunities for children to develop their schematic play traits, though this could be further developed through training to support some participants lack in understanding of schemas. 
Findings suggest that practitioners find it easier to plan adult initiated activities around areas of learning, as evidence can more easily be linked to outcome led assessment.  However, children need the opportunity to play freely and not be stifled by adult-led learning constantly.  
Observations
Observations were made on children’s actions and what they said during play.  
There were many schemas evident in the children’s play, the most prominent ones being containing, transporting and positioning.  This may have been related to our theme at the time; however, activities need to be planned more specifically to develop schematic play.

Child A, who has recently moved into the grandparents care, often presents the containing and transporting schemas during play, where things tend to be moved from one place to another in baskets, trolleys, pockets etc.  This inclines to be explored more when anxious about Mum and was seen considerably more after staying with Mum for a short period before returning to the grandparents home.  This links with Cath Arnold’s (2010) research about the emotional aspect being connected to spontaneous, repeated actions during schematic play. 

Whilst observing child A on another occasion, the adult stopped the child from taking any more items, from the dressing up corner, in the trolley as conflict had started to arise between child A and another. The child, being told no, immediately stopped what they were doing and at this point sulked and walked away from the play.  Had the adult diverted the attention onto something else rather than saying no, the child may have continued and could possibly have been encouraged to learn spatial awareness, as the trolley was nearly full, could have prompted further learning by questioning what they could do about this.  This also highlighted research into the role of the adult as being crucial in guiding the thoughts of the child, by asking questions, getting the child to think about it and stepping away to let them develop their learning.

Child B has attachment issues and demonstrates positioning schemas quite often through hiding under tables as well as enclosing schemas when hiding in the tent or at times demanding hugs.  This can sometimes be seen as problematic behaviour to some adults, however, these schemas need to be developed or sometimes, when needs must (for example when hiding under a table when it is time to go home), attention needs to be diverted onto another interest to avoid conflict.  At times child B presents unwanted behaviour such as hitting out at others.  In this instance, as proposed on the wellbeing tracker, ABC forms (see appendix 4) are completed to determine what support is needed to prevent the behaviour from escalating.

Child C has social, language and communication difficulties and is involved in the IDP (Individual Development Plan) process, which is a person-centred approach.   Child C repeatedly presents the positioning schema, where they will sit for longer periods of time to move dry sand from one side of a sand tray to another.  Sometimes, adults may worry about certain positioning schemas to be an indicator of something else, such as Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and while this is not necessarily the case, due to the extremely poor language and communication difficulties child C also has, this may be the case.  To encourage communication skills, the Speech and Language Therapist visits the setting and under her direction, the adults in the class have been encouraged to use ‘Intensive Interaction’, where we mimic the sounds being made, almost like creating a two-way conversation. 
With reflective conversations between staff, issues are identified that can be improved upon in regards to taking observations.  Adults need to make more meaningful observations, making sure they are deeper than they are currently, rather than being superficial, as empirical evidence has suggested.
Pupil Data
Pupil data was monitored using teacher assessment tracking, the schools computerised system for recording teacher assessment.  The data was collected before and after the research and showed a little progress in social and language skills.
Child A achieved a sub-outcome in language, literacy and communication. Whilst none of the others achieved any progress on paper, they have progressed with their personal and social skills.  Given the timescale of the research, a great deal of progress wouldn’t have been expected, but over a longer period of time and my current practice altering to include planning for schemas, the impact it will have on children’s learning will be further developed hugely.
Conclusion
To ensure relevant learning experiences are provided, sound pedagogy will be a fundamental part of successfully implementing the Review’s proposals on curriculum and assessment. This is not to say that practitioners are given a pre-determined selection of methods, more a requirement of high-quality teachers with a secure understanding of the why, how and what of teaching.
To agree with Vygotsky (1896 - 1934)’s theory that children learn from being part of a social context, all adults should be encouraged to follow the children’s interests as well as scaffold where needed, before stepping away, allowing them to continue their thinking.  This along with a thoughtfully assembled and purposeful learning environment will support children in blossoming into independent thinkers and learners. 

Through observations, children seem to use repeated behaviour patterns or schemas when they are trying to make sense of something that is happening around them, such as during a traumatic or emotional time in their lives, therefore planning for schematic play needs to take priority in ensuring wellbeing of the children is continually accommodated.  Therefore, it is imperative that all adults in the setting are aware of schemas and some of the reasons as to why children get engrossed in the repeating pattern in their behaviour.  Some may believe that the children are showing signs of bad behaviour, however schemas should be encouraged and developed.

Finally, a true learning environment needs to be one where both pupils and staff are involved in a learning culture. To meet current educational demands, there is a need to continue to evolve and the key approach to making significant improvements is to ensure professional development takes place.  Be it in the form of staff training or practitioner research, the impact this has on practice subsequently impacts on the children’s continued future learning.


Recommendations
The research has shown that staff need more information regarding schemas. 
To ensure Continued Professional Development (CPD), the staff across the whole school would benefit from having training on schemas in order to fully understand the terminology and basic theory behind encouraging schematic play.

Further professional development to be offered to improve observations, ensuring they are more meaningful and gain a deeper insight into the schematic play of children.

Due to the timescale of the practitioner research a continuation of the study of schemas would deem valuable, allowing an accurate investigation of how the learning environment and role of the adult supports schematic play.

Determine the influence schemas have on the acceleration of standards of attainment or wellbeing and behaviour, or whether it influences the depth of learning.

Discuss the assessment of thinking with the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) to consider monitoring depth of learning.
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