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	Introduction (2 minutes)
This poster summarises a pilot project exploring how Flying Start practitioners’ views of children influence the way they work with them on a daily basis. 

The project aimed to understand how practitioners think about children's competence and capability, and how these beliefs shape the interactions, experiences and opportunities they provide.
The research sits within the current policy direction in Wales, which emphasises seeing children as capable, competent and active participants in their own learning. Welsh Government guidance highlights the importance of adults recognising children as confident, curious individuals, whose voices, interests and choices should be valued and reflected in practice.
The key research question was:
To what extent do practitioners’ views of children’s competence and capability influence their practice and pedagogy within Flying Start settings?
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	Rationale for the Study (2 minutes)
The rationale for this project is grounded in contemporary early childhood research.
Children were sometimes viewed through a deficit lens, focusing on what they could not yet do. 
More recent research challenges this perspective and instead recognises children as capable, competent learners who actively construct knowledge and meaning.
Evidence suggests that even children experiencing disadvantage can demonstrate sophisticated thinking, curiosity and problem-solving when supported by enabling adults. 
However, research also identifies what Whitters describes as an implementation gap. In other words, while practitioners may understand child-centred approaches in theory, these ideas are not always consistently reflected in everyday practice.
While there is growing research in this area, very little has focused specifically on Flying Start practitioners. Therefore, there is a need to better understand how practitioners within Flying Start settings view children and how those views shape their day-to-day pedagogical decisions.
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	Methodology (3 minutes)
This was a small-scale qualitative pilot study using a pragmatic research approach. 
The study involved three Flying Start practitioners who were selected through purposive sampling. This sampling method allowed participants to be chosen because of their direct experience working within Flying Start settings.
Data was collected through semi-structured interviews. This method was chosen because it provided flexibility for participants to share their experiences and perspectives in depth while still ensuring consistency across interviews.
The interview transcripts were analysed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke's framework. This allowed patterns and themes to emerge from the practitioners' accounts. 
Several ethical considerations guided the study. These included informed consent, confidentiality and anonymisation of participants' data. 
A further consideration was reflexivity. As both an Advisory Teacher and a researcher, I needed to remain aware of how my professional role, assumptions and experiences could influence data collection and interpretation. Maintaining reflexivity throughout the project helped strengthen the trustworthiness of the findings
As a pilot study, the purpose was not to generalise findings across all Flying Start settings, but rather to test the research design and gain initial insights into practitioners' perspectives.
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	Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings
A curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings

ECPLC Quality Framework
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Theme 1
"They're out there really. They don't need you so much. They can make their own choices and they've got their own thoughts and opinions." 
"I think children are very, very good at making their own choices and decisions." 
"They've all got their strengths in different areas." 
“You know, even those he’s non-verbal he takes me and shows me”
"From a young age, they know what they want. They know their likes and dislikes." 
"They're active and capable learners." 
"Happy to problem solve... they might get a bit frustrated, but then they'll keep on going." 

Theme 2
"I follow his lead throughout the day." 
"He makes his choices and I just follow his lead of what he wants to do, where he wants to play." 
"I do like to stand back. I do like to see what they can and can't do." 
"I've got to take a step back and I've got to talk to myself in my head that I've got to leave the child." 
"I'm a lot better at stepping back and watching and seeing if they can do it." 
"I allowed her to do that... she sat on the top of there and then got herself back down." 
"You do want them to try it first." 

Theme 3
"The bond with a key worker is really important." 
"When you spend so much time with somebody, you do pick up that quite quick, don't you?" 
"You've got really good relationships with them... you know the children and you know what they're like, what sets them off, what doesn't." 
"Children build up those relationships with the staff members to make themselves feel safe in that environment." 
"I think it is important for the children to have that safe foundation there, to be able to flourish and grow." 
"We know all the children inside out." 
"You know your children well, so you adapt whether you would step in or not." 
“We follow the new curriculum. That's OK. So I do believe that children need some routine and structure to their day. And I know it's all free play now. And they need independence in free play and that's how they get it but I do feel it was a bit detrimental to them”
“We're not giving the children the boundaries or self-discipline anymore”

Theme 4
"Lots of experience, lots of years in the service." 
"We're constantly building on our knowledge, having all these different training, different ways of working." 
"It was very structured before... whereas now it's very much open." 
"You just see something and you think, 'Oh my God'—a light bulb moment." 
"I think it's something that has come with experience, with training." 
"The training has helped me recognise the importance of what they are doing." 
"What's changed then? I think the training that we've had." 
"From when I first started to now, it's completely different.”
“Yes, because you've got beliefs, but you don't allow those to influence where you plan because you think there's a different way. I follow them in work because that's what we've been trained to do.” 

	Key Findings (5 minutes)
The analysis identified several important themes.
Theme 1: Children as Capable and Competent
A consistent finding across all participants was that practitioners viewed children as capable learners.
Practitioners described children as active participants rather than passive recipients of knowledge. They recognised children's ability to make choices, solve problems, develop independence and communicate their preferences.
This aligns strongly with current Welsh Government policy and contemporary child-centred theories of learning.
Theme 2: Agency and Participation
A second theme was the importance practitioners placed on children's agency and making choices.
Participants described creating opportunities for children to make decisions within their daily experiences, follow their interests and contribute to learning activities.
Practitioners valued listening to children's voices and responding to their interests, suggesting a commitment to participatory approaches.
Theme 3: The Role of the Adult
Although all practitioners valued child-centred approaches, there were differences in how they described their role in supporting learning.
Some practitioners demonstrated a strong understanding of pedagogical concepts and could clearly explain how they extended children's learning through interactions and intentional teaching.
Others appeared to focus more on practical strategies without always linking these approaches to underlying theory.
This variation suggests differences in pedagogical confidence and understanding.
Theme 4: Professional Learning Needs
The final theme related to professional learning.
Generally held positive views of children's competence and capability, there were variations in how these beliefs translated into practice.
This finding reflects the implementation gap identified in the literature. It suggests that professional learning should not simply focus on what practitioners do, but also on strengthening understanding of why particular approaches are effective.
Developing stronger links between theory and practice may support greater consistency across Flying Start settings.
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	Conclusion (2 minutes)
This pilot study found that practitioners' views of children do influence their pedagogy, interactions and learning environments. 
All participants promoted children's agency, independence and participation, demonstrating a commitment to strengths-based approaches. However, differences in pedagogical understanding suggest that further professional learning may be beneficial. 
The findings indicate that strengthening theory-informed practice could support more consistent implementation of child-centred pedagogy across Flying Start settings. NEW: EEF guide to effective professional development in the… | EEF
Although the study involved only three participants, it provides useful preliminary insights and highlights opportunities for future research with a larger sample of Flying Start practitioners.
Ensuring that practitioners view children as capable and competent learners is fundamental to creating environments where all children can thrive, participate and reach their potential.
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Welsh Government Policy

“My development is enhanced by
adults who view me as confident,
capable and curious” (Welsh
Government, 2022).

‘We should recognise that babies and
young children are both capable and
competent.’(Welsh Government, 2024)
‘At its core is a child-centred, rights-
based approach, ensuring every
young child’s needs, interests, and
voices shape their experiences.
(Welsh Government, 2026)




image6.png
Research Findings: 4 Key Themes

Children as Competent,
Capable and Agentic Learners

Negotiating Choice, Independence
and Adult Intervention

= Capable ctve paricipants = Vel time and spae for xploraton

= Agency beyond spoten language « intervetion uided b elgement

* Linked to walbeing,confdence, securty « Rosist “foing’s bl reslence
« Resistance needs reflecion

= ligns with Weish Gonerment plices Badimces

Relationships as the Foundation for
all Learning and Development

Developing Professional Understanding
‘Through Reflection and Learni

Leaning shapos how practoners s
and espond.

 Schema theory deepens ndersanding
and nerms practice

« Lesningcan b theorybased

« Strong,supportve reltionships

« Tousod st a2 3 sours base

O] )

« Regulrcoming n” bidssecuty

andindependonce e ko
= Relatonshipsunderpin sl saing « Lauring shapes v andspparts
and dovelopment chidcenved practce





image7.png
Conclusion

Practitioners consistently promoted children’s agency, independence, and participation. However,
variations in pedagogical understanding suggest a need for targeted professional learning.
Strengthening theory-informed practice could support more consistent implementation of child-
centered pedagogy across Flying Start settings.
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