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[bookmark: _Toc138257365]Chapter 1: Introduction

Quality in the context of early years provision lacks a common definition and is therefore subject to much debate (Howard et al., 2018). Rather than spending the majority of their time at home, internationally, children are now appending a substantial proportion of their time in early years provisions (Vermeer, et al., 2016). In recent decades, ECEC has become increasingly integrated within formal education internationally (Neuman, 2008) with a focus shifting to the content of the early years curriculum (Kampman, 2013) and policy becoming strongly influenced by international comparisons (Brogaard Claussen, 2015).

1.1 [bookmark: _Toc138257366]Rationale

The early years landscape in Wales is diverse and complex in its governance, curriculum and pedagogy. It is possible, in theory, for a child to attend Flying Start, a non-maintained early years childcare setting and a nursery class in a school, between the age of two and three years of age. There is potential for a diverse range of practice in each of these types of provisions and variances in practitioners’ pedagogical beliefs which could, in turn, affect the opportunities that children experience. The Fostering Effective Early Learning (FEEL) Study (Siraj et al., 2017) recognizes the positive impact that high-quality early years provision has on children’s cognitive and socio-emotional development, particularly for those coming from a disadvantaged background. 
Research suggests that practitioners’ pedagogical knowledge is an important factor in pupils’ learning (Malva et al., 2021) and in recent decades, Early Years Practitioners have expressed their unease over shifts in pedagogy. It is therefore important to consider the implications that this may have on the early years landscape (Barblett et al., 2016). 
The purpose of the research is to gain a deeper understanding of the pedagogical beliefs of Early Years Practitioners working with two-to-three-year-olds in a range of provisions across the authority and to explore whether there are any tensions in terms of practitioners translating them into their practice. The research seeks to explore whether there is a nexus between how practitioners consider children think and learn best and what they realise in practice, hence how practitioners rationalise, or “attempt to explain or justify with logical reasons, even if these are not appropriate” (Oxford University Press, 2023) the decisions they make. 
An integral part of the role of an Early Years Programmes Advisory Teacher is to support pedagogy and practice. The implementation of Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) within school based nursery classes, the introduction of The Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022a) and the Covid 19 pandemic have had an impact on the early years in different ways. In order to support practitioners and to ensure that children within their care are given high-quality experiences during their formative years, it is crucial to gain a fuller understanding of the pedagogical beliefs held by practitioners working within early years provisions across the local authority in which the research is conducted.

1.2 [bookmark: _Toc138257367]Local Context

Alongside the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020), which refers explicitly to twelve pedagogical principles that should underpin the experiences of learners aged 3-to-16-years, ‘A Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings’ (Welsh Government, 2022a) has been implemented across Wales. This curriculum explicitly refers to the importance of the adult’s role in facilitating holistic and meaningful learning, stating that adults need to be skilful, observant and interested and provide “authentic and engaging experiences in effective, exciting environments” (Welsh Government, 2022a, p.7). Within the local authority in which the study is conducted, there are no funded non-maintained childcare settings. It is therefore not statutory for private childcare and Flying Start settings to follow the Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings, and there is no expectation for these settings to implement the curriculum, however, the curriculum states that practitioners should “look for opportunities to share knowledge, skills and expertise with our partners in both the non-maintained and maintained sectors” (Welsh Government, 2022a, p.5).
Numerous studies have examined the early years landscape in Wales, particularly the Foundation Phase (Murphy et al. 2022; Taylor et al., 2015; Wainwright et al. 2020). Given the uniqueness of its context and the range of provision available, it is essential to reflect upon how Early Years Practitioners understand their roles within different childcare settings, how they rationalise their pedagogic decisions and whether there are any perceived barriers that may hinder them from implementing their pedagogical beliefs.


[bookmark: _Toc138257368]Chapter 2: Literature Review

A wealth of research  documents the social, emotional and cognitive advantages that attendance at high-quality early years provision offers the individual and wider society (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2008: Melhuish et al., 2010; Kingston & Siraj, 2016). The longer term benefits of attending a high-quality early years provision is evidenced by the reduction in childhood poverty and greater social mobility between generations (OECD, 2017). Internationally therefore, there is greater focus on early years policies to support families to overcome intergenerational poverty and to raise outcomes for children (ibid.). High-quality childcare can lay the foundations for children to acquire skills that are essential for children to learn effectively to be able to participate and collaborate through education, the labour market and in wider society (Welsh Government, 2014).
Melhuish et al. (2010) outline the advantages of attendance at high-quality early years provisions, particularly for those who come from disadvantaged backgrounds, and suggest that attendance at poor quality provisions may be detrimental to children’s cognitive, social and language development. Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) has been given greater consideration on an international scale in recent decades and in recent years, this has been reflected in the wealth of research published internationally (OECD, 2017). The implications of the erosion of child-centred learning in the early years (Gunnarsdottir, 2014; Barblett et al., 2016), the emphasis on school readiness (Brooks and Murray, 2018), the increasing focus on formal curricula (Brogaard Claussen, 2015) and the perceived schoolification of the early years (Jensen et al., 2010; Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018) are some of the factors that are impacting on early years policy (Lewis, 2018). 
Relationships and interactions that underpin the work carried out by Early Years Practitioners highlight the complex and inextricable link between education and care in the early years (Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho, 2021). For over a century, researchers and theorists have deliberated over what constitutes the ‘best’ teaching and learning model. Internationally, however, increasing concerns have been raised over shifts in pedagogy and the implications that this has had in the context of the early years (Barblett et al., 2016). 

[bookmark: _Toc138257369]2.1 Welsh Context

Types of ownership, funding, age range, location (home or setting based), and the balance between education and care are some of the variances in ECEC services available to families internationally (OECD, 2017). Within Wales, there is a ‘mixed economy’ approach to provision, as some three-year-olds attend non-maintained (private) childcare (funded and non-funded), some are looked after by home-based childminders, some three-year-olds attend school-based provisions and a proportion attend Flying Start, a Welsh Government initiative developed as an Early Years Programme for families with children under four years of age, living in some of the most disadvantaged areas of Wales (Welsh Government, 2023a). 
In Wales, although a full-time place is available from the September in the year that a child turns five, compulsory schooling doesn’t begin until the term following the child’s fifth birthday, (Hardova et al., 2016). Until September 2022, children followed The Foundation Phase, a developmental curriculum for three-to-seven-year-olds (Welsh Government, 2018). The Foundation Phase was not statutory for non-funded, non-maintained childcare provision (Taylor et al. 2015). 
The Foundation Phase entitled children to: 
a minimum of ten hours per week of funded, part‑time, Foundation Phase nursery. This could be in a setting (which can be a nursery, funded playgroup or childminder) approved by the local authority or a school.
(Welsh Government, 2019, p.5).
In 2015, around 93% of three-to-four-year-olds attended a local authority maintained school nursery and in some local authorities, funded places were delivered exclusively within maintained settings (Estyn, 2015). In addition to this, up to thirty hours a week of funded education and childcare is provided by The Childcare Offer (Welsh Government, 2022b) for eligible working parents of three-and-four-year-olds.

[bookmark: _Toc138257370]2.2 Early Years Curricula 

Broadly speaking, early years curricula fall into two categories; a social pedagogy or early education approach (OECD, 2017). Characteristic of Nordic countries including Finland, Denmark and Iceland, the social pedagogy approach is child-centred and holistic with emphasis placed on play, care, relationships and social development (Brogaard Claussen, 2015). It has been considered an alternative to the early education approach that exists in England (Cooke and Henehan, 2012).
As well as serving an educational function, there is a general perception that ECEC performs a social function in countries that adopt a social pedagogical approach (Broström, 2006). In recent decades however, concerns have been raised over the freedom that children experience in this type of early years environment and questions have been raised about the potential of this hindering their development (ibid.).
In contrast, the centralised, more academically focused early education perspective, emphasises more didactic teaching and learning strategies and places a strong focus on the acquisition of emergent literacy and numeracy skills (Brostrom, 2017). Brehony and Nawrotzki (2011) suggest that the centrally set curriculum followed in England, comes from a positivist stance, concentrating on the production of a future workforce as a fundamental aim which Broström (2017) claims is the antithesis of Nordic pedagogy and practice.

[bookmark: _Toc138257371]2.3 Curriculum for Wales

From September 2022, the responsibility of designing and implementing a curriculum in line with Curriculum for Wales shifted to schools (Welsh Government, 2020). Alongside this, Welsh Government also published ‘A Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings’ (Welsh Government, 2022a). Developed through co-construction with practitioners, this curriculum draws on the expertise of those working within the non-maintained sector along with experts working within an early years and child development context. It denotes an important change in thinking in the early years context in Wales, highlighting the fundamental importance of child-centred pedagogy and the crucial role Early Years Practitioners play in the education and care of young children.

[bookmark: _Toc138257372]2.4 The Foundation Phase in Wales

Rather than being mutually exclusive, Brostrom (2017) explores the prospect of compatibility between the two pedagogical frameworks. The introduction of the Foundation Phase in Wales in 2010 was arguably an example of this, as influence was drawn from both types of curricula. A fundamental shift in focus from its forerunner, the National Curriculum (DfE, 2012), the introduction of the Foundation Phase was a move towards a play-based, social pedagogical curriculum after concerns were raised about formal approaches to teaching being introduced too early, particularly with respect to reading and writing (Taylor et al., 2015). 
Drawing from Vygotsky and Piaget’s theories of child development and referenced in Learning and Teaching Pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2008), The Foundation Phase outlined the skills, knowledge and understanding which were considered fundamental to teaching and learning. The Foundation Phase pedagogy, which was underpinned by constructivist theories of learning, was overtly developmental in focus and stressed socio-cultural concepts of empowerment and play in children’s learning (Maynard et al., 2013). This socio-cultural approach (Gauvain and Perez, 2015) stresses the idea that children’s cognitive functions develop through mediated learning experiences, where children make sense of their environment and situations through interactions with adults or a more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky, 1978). 
Introduced in 2013, the implementation of The National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (Welsh Government, 2013) detailed a set of outcomes aligned to age-specific markers (Taylor et al., 2015). At the end of the Foundation Phase therefore at age 7 years, there was an expectation that children’s specific skills were developed, particularly in literacy and numeracy, thus contrasting with the philosophy of a social pedagogical approach. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257373]2.5 Pedagogy in the Early Years

Alongside the struggle between play-based learning and the shift towards published programs and scripted teaching (Thomas, 2018), it is suggested that pedagogy in the early years is increasingly being influenced by the increased pressure through policy to raise standards (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). Evidence suggests that early years pedagogy has become increasingly constricted in order to ensure that children succeed within specific assessment regimes which interpret literacy and numeracy in very specific ways (Bradbury, 2019). In addition to this, it is suggested that the impact of these school-based testing regimes has the potential to undermine early years pedagogy from a distinct child-centred and play-based phase in its own right, to one which subserviently prepares children for school and consequently, employment (Bradbury 2012; Moss 2012).

[bookmark: _Toc138257374]2.6 School Readiness

International pressures on the economy have seen a visible shift in focus, which has resulted in the aim to justify early years provision as a system that promotes school readiness (Maynard et al., 2013; Brooks & Murray, 2018). This is increasingly shaped by an education agenda which focuses on the measurement of children’s readiness for formal education, predominantly through their age, cognitive skills and their social and behavioural dispositions (Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018). 
Moss (2012) suggests that the school readiness agenda diminishes the early years to a preparation process, a system that expects children to acquire skills and knowledge at a rapid pace. Research also suggests that as concerns are raised over the early years losing its identity as distinct phase in its own right, so the threat of losing high-quality learning experiences within the early years becomes a reality (Alcock and Haggerty, 2013).
Alcock and Haggerty (2013) draw attention to literacy and numeracy-centred policy initiatives, underpinned by economically driven and narrowly construed understandings of how children think and learn, which reinforce concerns over children being increasingly viewed as an economic resource. They call for a more critical analysis of developments that have contributed to the schoolification of the early years and highlight New Zealand as an example of where this is prevalent, despite ambitions of openness and care in the curriculum, Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1993), and a historic perception of the early years as ‘a time of life rather than mere preparation for life’ (Alcock and Haggerty, 2013, p.21). 

[bookmark: _Toc138257375]2.7 Schoolification

Although many professionals working within the context of the early years share concerns surrounding schoolification, there are nuances in its definition. Jensen et al. (2010) outline concerns that the early years is increasingly being used as a preparation for formal schooling, rather than being considered as a distinct phase in its own right. Doherty defines schoolification as:
an emphasis on the acquisition of specific, pre-academic skills and knowledge transfer by the adult rather than a focus on broad developmental goals such as social-emotional well-being and the gaining of understanding and knowledge by the child through direct experience and experimentation. 
(Doherty, 2007, p3).
Ring and O’Sullivan (2018) suggest we are in the midst of what they term a ‘schoolification epidemic’ which they define as a global trend that is increasingly manifesting itself throughout the early years. They claim that children’s skills are being honed through formal, prescribed curricula which is detrimental to child-centred pedagogy and children’s learning. Ring and O’Sullivan (ibid.) highlight concern over the effects that this has on teacher autonomy and stress that this movement is in danger of becoming unstoppable. The schoolification epidemic is increasing in momentum through transformation on a global scale, as prominence is given to core subjects and focus attributed to attainment and assessment, leading to “an increasing focus on emergent curriculum and prescribed curricula, and presents as a serious threat to the quality of dispositions of children’s early years experiences” (Ring & O’Sullivan, 2018, p.404).

[bookmark: _Toc138257376]2.8 Performativity Culture

Roberts-Holmes (2015) argues that early years pedagogy is being subsumed into school performativity culture after reflecting on the elevated assessment thresholds that have continued to be introduced in England since 2010 after changes to early years policy regulations and assessment. Gunnasdottir (2014) echoes these concerns and suggests that as more didactic teaching strategies are implemented, so the demand to quantify children’s learning through scores also increases. Using a Foucauldian perspective to analyse this, the shift in emphasis serves to control both children and teachers in the early years through “public processes of judgment, ranking and classification” (Roberts-Holmes, 2015, p.2). The narrowing of assessment goals in literacy and numeracy, and subsequent opportunities created for testing within the early years leads to increased surveillance and accountability and consequently, its associated disciplinary processes. The implementation of this change is reinforced further by early years policies including More Great Childcare (DfE, 2013) in England, which justifies increased regulation and governance through the notion of a global education ‘race’ beginning within the early years. (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). 
Bradbury (2019) makes reference to the shift in early years policy as the ‘datafication’ of ECEC, whereby increasing focus is given to the production and analysis of data from assessments which are performed within the early years. The formalisation of the early years through the implementation of a prescribed curriculum and increased assessment has resulted in a mutually reinforced need for data and consequently, more formal opportunities through which this can be produced. In a curriculum laden with normative and prescriptive objectives with the aim of meeting centrally set goals or targets, the pressure to perform in assessments simultaneously puts pressure on children as well as on practitioners and parents in an attempt to achieve results (Brogaard Claussen, 2015). 
There is a risk that by satisfying a set of narrow, fixed criteria, whereby a child is measured against chronological markers alone, the result is a distorted view of development, progress and quality which may distract from quality learning experiences (Bradbury, 2019). Donaldson (2015) stresses that although assessment is integral to learning, when accountability processes underpin assessment, the repercussions for children’s learning and development can be damaging. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257377]2.9 Alternative to Schoolification 

Evidence suggests that since the 1980s, there has been a shift in policy towards incorporating pre-school into the formal educational structure and an attempt to promote greater dialogue between the two systems (Formosinho, 2016). Roberts-Holmes (2015) argues that the early years has become increasingly formalised which, in some cases, has “challenged, disrupted and undermined early years teacher’s passionately held child-centred principles in favour of test-driven cognitive skills and knowledge.” (Roberts-Holmes, 2015, p.3). 
Despite there being evidence to suggest a trend towards schoolification however, there is diversity within the early years, as there is variance in practice based on alternative pedagogies, therefore, there are still alternatives to full schoolification (Formosinho, 2016).
Bipath and Theron (2020) argue that schoolification could potentially be contested, through early years pedagogy which identifies children’s agency as the way through which the participatory rights of children can be acknowledged and developed. This was outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Ebrahim, 2011). Bipath and Theron (2020) see the practitioner and child as co-constructors of learning and use Vygotysky’s theory of mediation to highlight this. The development of children’s cognitive functions is dependent on the presence of mediating agents in their interactions with the environment (Vygotsky, 1986) which Bipath and Theron suggest is the adult as educator. Bipath and Theron (2020) argue that the practitioner needs to ensure pedagogy-in-participation, a socio-constructive participatory pedagogy through which children and adults are continually developing their relational identities whereby both have the right to participate in their learning journeys. Bipath and Theron contest schoolification and highlight examples of where this type of pedagogy exists in early years provisions, where listening is active with both practitioners and children engaging in decisions-making processes. The Modern School Movement, an example of this, is based on the philosophy of Freinet, as are early years provisions which adopt a Froebel, Reggio Emilia or Montessori approach where a resistance to the pressures of a top-down curriculum is evident through focusing on the interests and developmental needs of the child from a more explicitly child-centred pedagogical perspective. 
As investment at policy level continues and differences in pedagogy remain evident within ECEC, there is a need for a holistic understanding of the fundamental role that the early years plays in allowing children to reach their potential in accordance with their individual interests, needs and abilities and to comprehend the pressures that they are under to perform. Differences in social, cultural and economic contexts needs consideration, although there are clear parallels in the challenges that Early Years Practitioners face internationally. Even in countries that explicitly reference the importance of the early years as being a unique phase in itself, rather than solely a preparative process for school, there are still barriers that make this challenging. Examples of this can be seen in the philosophy that underpins Te Whāriki in New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2017), and in Flying Start Childcare Guidance which states “It is important to remember that the early years of a child’s life are important in their own right and not just as preparation for formal education and adulthood” (Welsh Government, 2014, p.7). The long-term implications of schoolification and a firm retention of the value of early childhood as a legitimate phase in itself needs consideration. If children’s individual interests, needs, abilities and holistic development are side-lined, with high-quality learning experiences substituted for inappropriate curricula and pedagogy, then there is a risk is that in the longer term, the benefits to the child will prove counterproductive.
There is an increasing awareness of the importance that early years fulfils, consequently, ensuring high-quality ECEC has become a policy priority in the majority of OECD countries (OECD, 2017). High-quality early years provision is dependent on an understanding of how children think and learn. It is therefore essential that practitioners have an awareness of the role they fulfil and in a wider context and a fuller understanding of the pressures and barriers that practitioners face in providing high-quality pedagogy for children in their formative years. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257378]2.10 Gaps in the Literature

Bodrova and Leong (2007) highlight the influence of the practitioner’s role on how children learn, contributing to a wealth of international research available which offers an understanding of some of the perceived challenges that practitioners face in translating their pedagogy into their practice (Broström, 2006; Brogaard Clausen, 2015; Bradbury, 2019). Definitions of quality pedagogy however, are culturally specific, with differing elements of provision being valued and prioritised (Penn, 2011). Vermeer et al.’s (2016) definition of quality pedagogy includes developmentally appropriate opportunities for learning, positive interactions between children and adults, the fostering of individual emotional growth and opportunities for children to develop positive relationships with each other. Kingston and Siraj’s definition more specifically encompasses: 
the physical, caring and educational environments, which, in turn, are impacted upon by aspects such as staff training and qualification level, child-adult ratios, groupings and group sizes, staff turnover and interpersonal relationships.
(Kingston & Siraj, 2016:43).

In light of the lack of commonality in definition of what constitutes high-quality pedagogy, the uniqueness of the early years landscape, and variances in expectations in different types of settings, it is interesting therefore to ponder how practitioners rationalise their pedagogic decisions in the context of early years provisions in Wales.

[bookmark: _Toc138257379]2.11 Research Aims and Questions

The aims of this study are therefore: 
a) to explore the pedagogy of Early Years Practitioners working within different types of early years provisions;

b) to explore whether Early Years Practitioners experience any tensions in terms of translating their pedagogical beliefs into their practice,

in order to address the following research question, How do Early Years Practitioners rationalise their pedagogy in different types of early years provisions?










[bookmark: _Toc138257380]Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc138257381]3.1 Theoretical Framework

My philosophical assumptions and thinking underpins the research (Denscombe, 2010) and is related to my ontology and beliefs about social reality. 
My poststructuralist epistemology means that I am drawing on the work of Foucault who challenges the notion that knowledge is free of and distinct from politics (Foucault, 2020). Foucault believed that throughout modern society, institutions function according to ‘regimes of truth’ which affect how we ought to feel, behave and think (ibid). What we understand about early years is formed by a particular perception of how children think and develop and this tells us how we should ‘best’ educate them - early years practice is built on these assumptions or truths (MacNaughton, 2005). Broadly speaking, early years education curricula is framed by developmentalism, which closely monitors children in order to detect any deviation from the accepted norm and more often than not, sits within culturally specific contexts (ibid). These developmental norms function as regimes of truth in different ways in a variety of contexts yet many children have suffered their unjustified and discriminatory effects (Smith, 2000). Walkerdine (1981) suggests that rather than a sole developmental journey of a universal child to be told, there are multiple accounts, dependent on a variety of factors which include gender and race. For Walkerdine (1989), girls will struggle to achieve what is understood as typical development in patriarchal discourses as they will be measured by what is deemed ‘normal’ by masculine standards.
Exploration of an early years context through a Foucauldian lens suggests that recent changes in policy serve to discipline Early Years Practitioners and children through the public practice of judgment, ranking and classification (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). Early years pedagogy is being disrupted and restricted by assessments which reinforce this, as early years pedagogy becomes managed and steered from a distance (Lingard et al., 2013) ultimately privileging some whilst simultaneously disadvantaging others. 
The research is seeking to explore perceptions of high-quality pedagogy through multiple perspectives. Using a Foucauldian lens to research this allows for an exploration of practitioners’ pedagogy and practice and a realisation of what these assumptions are based on. In addition, it allows for an examination of early years pedagogy through a poststructuralist perspective in the hope of becoming more reflective and holistic as a professional.

[bookmark: _Toc138257382]3.2 Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity

The research is conducted by an Early Years Advisory Teacher working in the county in which the study is conducted. Having previously worked as a Nursery Teacher in a childcare setting, a Nursery Teacher within a school-based provision, and more recently, an Early Years Advisory Teacher, an interest has developed over a twenty five year period in the inconsistencies evident in different types of childcare provisions. I intend to acknowledge my position as a white female working in a role with relative authority and privilege in conducting the research and have attempted to be reflective throughout the research process and on one’s role as researcher (Finlay, 2017) in order to maintain balance and perspective with the findings.


[bookmark: _Toc138257383]3.3 Research Design

The study seeks to understand the perceptions and interpretations of practitioners, therefore qualitative data was generated (Denscombe, 2010). Qualitative data allows the researcher to make sense of participants’ meanings of a situation or concept through identifying themes, patterns, categories (Cohen et al., 2011). 
Data was collated through semi-structured interviews with two Early Years Practitioners from each of the following early years provisions: 
· A Flying Start childcare setting; 
· A (non-funded) non-maintained childcare setting; 
· A school-based nursery class.
The purpose of using semi-structured interviews was to allow the researcher to gather a deeper understanding of practitioners’ perceptions about how young children think and learn. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257384]3.4 Participant Group

The research was conducted within a single local authority in Wales where early years provision consists of a combination of Flying Start, non-funded non-maintained childcare settings and school-based nurseries. The participants were selected through purposive sampling in order to make selection based on typicality or particular characteristics (Cohen, et al., 2013). 
The non-maintained and Flying Start childcare settings were initially selected using Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) inspection reports, in order to ascertain the length of time that the setting has been operational, the number of children that the setting is registered for, and the number of staff employed. Within the local authority, all schools have a nursery-based provision. Settings were then chosen according to their geographical location to each other (i.e. within a 5 mile radius), as the rationale suggests that a child could theoretically attend all three provisions within the course of a year.
Additional criteria included settings that;
· Provided their service predominantly through the medium of English (as opposed to Welsh) in order to ensure that as a researcher who does not speak Welsh, there is less risk of miscommunication or misinterpretation due to language barriers; 
· Were operational for a minimum of five years;
· Were similar in size.
Selection criteria was devised in order to ensure that the participants were comparable in terms of their roles and experience which participants were made aware of from the outset.
Participants were selected based on the following. Practitioners who:
· Possessed qualifications recognised by the Social Care Wales Qualifications Framework (Welsh Government, 2022c);
· Worked directly with children aged two-to-three-years within similar roles i.e. not in management positions;
· Have worked with children aged two-to-three-years for a minimum of 5 years (up to ten years); 

[bookmark: _Toc138257385]3.5 Data Generation Methods 

MacNaughton (2005) suggests that in order to become reflective practitioners, we need to ask ourselves how we currently understand a situation and consider how someone else might understand it in order to reflect on other meanings that could overlay it. 
In order to consider multiple perspectives, semi-structured interviews were chosen as the most appropriate research tool. Further rationale for using semi-structured interviews included gathering background information about practitioners’ espoused beliefs (Borg, 2003) therefore, the purpose semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to gather information about practitioners’ opinions about how young children think and learn. In order to ensure that there was a degree of flexibility within a broader context, an interview schedule was devised (Thomas, 2017) (an example can be seen in Appendix 1). This allowed coverage of the issues the researcher needed to address without being restricted to a set number of questions, to be asked in a particular order (Cohen, 2013). Using semi-structured interviews acted as a guide, a broad framework allowing supplementary questions to be asked, areas of interest to be expanded on and probes given to encourage participants to proceed with particular aspects of their answers (Thomas, 2017). 
The interviews were conducted on each of the settings premises and lasted an average of 22 minutes and 45 seconds. They were conducted at the end of the morning session and recorded and transcribed through Microsoft Teams. The transcriptions were coded and categorised into the themes shown in Table 2.
The purpose of the research was to facilitate a deeper understanding of practitioners’ perceptions of their pedagogy, therefore using structured interviews did not appear to be an appropriate data generation method as it would restrict opportunities to follow a line of enquiry and prevent participants from elaborating on particular areas of interest or relevance.
[bookmark: _Toc8332161]
[bookmark: _Toc138257386]3.6 Pilot 

Prior to commencement of the research, a pilot was undertaken with childcare practitioners who were not involved in the actual research, in order to ensure that the questions were intelligible, unbiased and in a format that was easy to follow (Regmi et al., 2016). In addition to this, as a novice researcher, the pilot facilitated opportunities to practice interview skills, to understand and to try to predict any potential difficulties that participants may encounter (Oliver, 2010). 

[bookmark: _Toc138257387]3.7 Ethical Considerations 

Qualitative research involves complex ethical responsibilities (Iphofen and Tolich, 2018) therefore, consideration of and reflection upon the ethical implications was an essential part of the research process (Roth and Von Unger, 2018). The research was conducted in accordance with the Data Protection Act (2008), GDPR and safeguarding protocols were followed and the researcher’s behaviour and conduct was of a high professional standard, in accordance with British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018). 
The purpose and process of the research was made clear to participants from the outset (ibid.) and respect was given to the extent that the interviews impinged on the participants’ time and work pressures. 




[bookmark: _Toc138257388]3.7.1 Consent 

Initial gatekeeper consent was achieved by discussing the principles and process with the Early Years Programmes Manager within the Local Authority. This was particularly important as the research was being conducted in organisations with a hierarchical structure where there is dependence on superiors within (Festinger & Katz 1966). Although initial gatekeeper consent was achieved by senior members of staff, informed consent arose from the individual’s right to freedom and self-determination (Cohen et al., 2013) and was agreed by each individual participant after being made fully aware of the purpose, process and anticipated timescales of the research (BERA, 2018).
Once the settings were identified, gatekeeper consent was sought from the Childcare Managers and Headteachers of the primary schools. An overview of the research was shared with the potential participants and they were then invited to take part in the research by responding to an email. The email was sent to the Childcare Manager/Headteacher with a request that it was forwarded on to the relevant staff. This prevented the need to request the email addresses of the staff. In one setting, there were more than two members of staff that fit these criteria, therefore participants were selected at random. Participants were made aware of the selection criteria within the email and were asked to state that they give their consent to participate in their replying email. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257389]3.7.2 Confidentiality and Anonymity

Prior to each interview, an overview of the research aims and objectives was shared and reassurance of confidentiality was given in accordance with BERA’s Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2018). In order to alleviate concerns about confidentiality and anonymity, participants were reassured that they would be referred to by an identifier which was anonymised and that individuals would not be identifiable, neither directly nor indirectly. A log of the identifiers was kept separately and stored confidentially. Practitioners were advised that the data generated from the interviews would be stored securely, in accordance with UWTSD and Local Authority Data Protection Policies. 
Prior to the interviews being conducted, the researcher met with the Childcare Managers, Headteachers and Early Years Practitioners in each of the settings involved in order to provide information about the study. This was provided in the form of a written overview in simple, easy to understand language, which outlined the purpose, process, anticipated timescales and explained how the data will be shared. The potential benefits of participation in the research was shared (French and Swain, 2010) however, the more nuanced, less tangible benefits of beneficence are often less obvious (Ruch, 2014).

[bookmark: _Toc138257390]3.7.3 Safeguarding 

Although no concerns were raised throughout the research process, the researcher had a duty of care to report harmful or dangerous practice (BERA, 2018) and would have acted in accordance with my organisation’s safeguarding policy and follow the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Welsh Government, 2023) if necessary. Although confidentiality and anonymity was assured, it was made clear that this would not be the case if a child or practitioner’s safety was compromised. 



[bookmark: _Toc138257391]3.7.4 Power Relations - Dual Role

Although the nature of the researcher’s role and understanding of each of the contexts facilitated a fuller understanding of the pedagogy of the setting (Denscombe, 2014), consideration was given to the possible impact of the dual role that the researcher held, in terms of the potential bias and for ethical reasons (Roller & Lavrakas, 2015). Transparency was paramount at all times in order to consider the extent to which a dual role impacted on the childcare workers (Trondsen and Sandaunet, 2009). Before each interview commenced, participants were made aware that the researcher was not at the setting in an advisory capacity. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257392]3.7.5 Perception of Coercion 

Due to the nature of the researcher’s position as Advisory Teacher within the organisation, a power relationship was evident. It was therefore essential to ensure that the Early Years Practitioners did not feel pressured or coerced into participating in the study (Cohen et al., 2013). In order to minimise the risk of this occurring, the settings and schools that were selected were not directly supported by the researcher when fulfilling the role as Advisory Teacher. By doing this, there was arguably less pressure on the childcare staff to participate or give answers they felt that they needed to give rather than give honest responses (Denscombe, 2014). Prior to the interviews commencing, participants were made aware that participation was voluntary, and that participants were free to withdraw consent at any time with no reason necessary (BERA, 2018). They were reassured that a decision to withdraw from the research at any point would not have a negative impact on the professional relationship with the researcher (ibid.) and were also given the contact details of a nominated person who could be informed if they wished to withdraw from the research and did not feel comfortable telling the researcher directly.

[bookmark: _Toc138257393]3.7.6 Risk of Alienation

In order to reduce the risk of alienating the participant, the rationale and criteria for selection was made explicit and transparent from the outset, in line with BERA guidelines (BERA, 2018). Although the potential benefits of participation were highlighted it was made it clear that it was the participant’s choice whether they take part or not (ibid.). 

[bookmark: _Toc138257394]3.7.7 Subjectivity and Bias

It is often assumed that the researcher comes to the research with an open mind and that the data will speak for itself (Pring, 2006). The purpose of the research was not to gather information representative of the early years landscape across the county in which it is being conducted, rather, to better understand the perspectives of the six Early Years Practitioners being interviewed. Being a reflective researcher was therefore essential, rather than attempting to negate any perceived bias. The research was not conducted in a “theoretical vacuum” (Braun and Clarke, 2023, p. 4). Choices made about the nature of the study, methodological decisions and assumptions about the nature of reality shaped the research and were reflected upon throughout. 
Participants were made aware that post-interview, the transcriptions would be available to be member checked in order to ensure that they were in agreement with the accuracy of the dialogue captured (DeCino and Waalkes, 2019). Although this was offered, no participants requested to check their transcriptions. 
The practice of member checking was initially considered to be ethically important, particularly due to the inherent power dynamic that was evident between the researcher and interviewee (Braun and Clarke, 2023) as it controls or monitors any subjective bias, misinterpretation or mis-emphasis (Smith and Gannon, 2018). Upon completion of the interviews however, consideration was given to the validity of this process within the context of the researcher’s theoretical assumptions. Reflexive Thematic Analysis was selected as the most appropriate method of data analysis and as it is reliant on the researcher continually shaping their research, it is inherently subjective as they are not simply relaying a truth of the participants’ experience (Braun and Clarke, 2023). An alternative to this therefore, is what Tracey (2010) refers to as ‘member reflections’. Rather than the interviewee verifying what was said, participants are invited to offer further insight into the analysis, by exploring gaps in understanding and recognising any contradiction,s as well as contemplating how these can be presented in written format (Smith and Gannon, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc138257395]3.8 Data Analysis

Reflexive Thematic Analysis is an accessible, qualitative approach to data analysis which enables patterns or themes to be identified in a given data set (Braun and Clarke 2020). 
It could be argued that all analysis is influenced by the researcher in terms of the research questions, approach and positionality, the result of the analysis being a theme which explains the participants’ perceptions and experiences of the field being researched (Braun and Clarke, 2019). Reflective Thematic Analysis highlights the researcher’s active role in knowledge production and emphasises the inevitable subjectivity of data interpretation (Braun and Clarke, 2020) and for this reason, was selected as the most appropriate method to analyse and report on the data.
The themes or summaries of what interviewees talked about in relation to a specific topic (Braun and Clarke, 2006), can be seen in Table 2.
The analysis involved themes developing from codes which were conceptualised as patterns of shared meaning underpinned by a central organising concept (Braun and Clarke, 2020). The themes were generated by extensive analytical and interpretive work which, although potentially incorporated data that initially appeared disparate, were connected by implicit meaning (ibid.). The process of coding was organic and codes changed as understanding of the data deepened. The process was subjective, requiring reflexivity in order to consider epistemological assumptions and to recognise how these shaped and defined the codes. 
The six recursive phases in Braun and Clarke’s Reflexive Thematic Analysis that were followed can be seen in Table 1 below.
	Recursive Phases in Reflexive Thematic Analysis

	1
	Familiarisation

	2
	Coding

	3
	Generating initial themes

	4
	Reviewing and developing themes

	5
	Refining, defining and naming themes

	6
	Writing up



Table 1. Recursive Phases in Reflexive Thematic Analysis 
Throughout Phase One, the videos of the six interviews were watched and the transcriptions generated by Microsoft Stream were read several times in order to ensure familiarisation with the data. In Phase Two, codes were attributed to data which was potentially useful in answering how Early Years Practitioners rationalised their pedagogy. These codes were then either kept or discarded in Phase Three, as focus shifted from individual elements of data to the interpretation of “aggregated meaning and meaningfulness across the dataset” (Byrne, 2021, p.1403). Similarities were made between codes and some were combined to form themes. Although a number were closely related, Limitations in Understanding and Performativity for example, a closer review of the data helped to strengthen the decision to keep them as distinct themes. Phase Four required a greater degree of reflexivity as questions were posed around the quality of themes generated, boundaries of the theme and their meaningfulness in relation to the research question (Braun and Clarke, 2020).
Themes were named in Phase Five and consideration was given to the extracts that would be used when presenting the research in Phase Six. In order to ensure that the data was presented in a logical and meaningful manner, it was essential to deliberate upon the order in which the themes are presented within the following section.
The following five themes reflect the reflexive nature of the analysis and interpretation of the data generated. The themes are a reflection of the information shared between interviewee and interviewer, the poststructuralist lens through which the data was analysed and skills employed as a novice researcher (Byrne, 2021).



[bookmark: _Toc138257396]Chapter 4: Findings

The following chapter will address the findings from the study. The Early Years Practitioners that were interviewed throughout the study will be referred to throughout as EYP1 - EYP6 (Early Years Practitioner 1 - 6) in order to maintain anonymity.

[bookmark: _Toc138257397]4.1 Themes Generated

The following section explores the themes that were generated from the six interviews during the process of Reflexive Thematic Analysis with extracts from the interviews relating to each theme.

	Themes Generated

	1
	Play-based learning

	2
	Perceived schoolification

	3
	Limitations in understanding

	4
	Performativity

	5
	Perceptions of gender



Table 2. Themes Generated
[bookmark: _Toc138257398]4.1.1 Play-based Learning

Predominantly associated with children, play is recognised by The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) as a prerequisite for holistic growth, learning and development (UNCRC, 2013) and is defined in general comment 17 in Article 31 of the UNCRC as “any behaviour, activity or process initiated, controlled and structured by children themselves; it takes place whenever and wherever opportunities arise” (UNCRC, 2013, p.5). Play underlies countless child development theories and has been used by adults to underpin curricula, pedagogy and interventions in order to support children’s learning (MacDonald, 2022). 
In each of the interviews, participants were asked how they thought children learn best. All six participants responded with “play” being explicitly stated in each of the interviewees’ responses: 
	“So I think they learn best by being more hands on, through playing.” (EYP1)
	“Hmmm, ok, I think they learn best through play.” (EYP2)
	“Through playing and I think about the home life they have too.” (EYP3)
	“100% through playing. Yeah, playing, not too structured.” (EYP4)
	“Play I think, is a big part of it.” (EYP5)
	“Definitely through play.” (EYP6)

As outlined in the literature review, there are fundamental differences between the three types of provisions which include the curricula, regulatory body and staffing qualifications. Despite this, play was cited as the way in which each practitioner believed children learn most effectively. Upon enquiring further however, when asked if they could outline what a good session would look like, it became apparent that there were differences in the type of play opportunities children were afforded within the settings, with some being more structured and adult-led, others allowing for a greater degree of choice and independence. Within one setting where Planning in the Moment, (Ephgrave, 2020) a child-centred pedagogy had been adopted, EYP1 explained that “They can choose whether they play indoors or out and there’s always a member of staff available to support”. This practitioner further explained that the children were able to choose what they played and that there were no set activities that children were expected to participate in. Children did not have set tasks and when describing what was available for them to play with, there appeared to be a wide range of open-ended resources for children to be able to choose from.
In contrast, when asked about the choices children were able to make in their play, EYP5 said: 
	“When we do activities in the art area we get things out for them. We say things 	like ‘Is there anything else you want to make pictures with? Like Sellotape?’ ”. 
This practitioner referred to ‘activities’ that were available for children to choose throughout the session and when asked about choice across the setting, it was reported that they could choose which activities they participate in, rather than the resources that they engaged with. Play appeared to be adult-led, in contrast to the model described by EYP1, which seemed to be more child-led.
Although there were mixed responses from the other interviewees, the two examples above highlight contrasting experiences offered by practitioners within the study. 
Planning for play varies in the early years and can be influenced by a number of factors including the size and type of provision (Jennings, 2022). In child-centred practice, the role of the adult is crucial in supporting, validating and sustaining children’s holistic development and playful activity (Rekers and McCree, 2022). It is reliant on a balance between opportunities for uninterrupted periods and support in the form of adults playing alongside children (ibid.) Evidence suggests that there is an inextricable link between academic and social learning, and that there needs to be a balance between child-led play and learning under the guidance of adults rather than one superseding the other (Hirsh-Pasek et al. 2009). Well-planned play opportunities impact positively on children’s long-term academic and social outcomes and this is most significant when supported by knowledgeable, responsive adults who interact effectively to promote creative and critical thinking (Laxton and Cooper, 2022).
This highlights the complex and critical nature of the role that Early Years Practitioners fulfil and it is therefore essential that they fully understand this and the fundamental position that play holds in the provision of high-quality early years settings. Despite there being a consensus in play being critical in terms of how children learn, there were variances in how this provision should look. Practitioners’ perceptions of play is therefore something that could therefore be explored further in future research.

[bookmark: _Toc138257399]4.1.2 Perceived Schoolification 

Schoolification results in a top-down approach for the early acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills, with greater eminence attributed to their assessment through increased testing (Nicolopoulou & Karger, 2010). In recent years, this shift has resulted in the decline of play-based learning with a move towards more instructive methods (Barblett et al., 2016). Rather than enhancing literacy and numeracy skills, direct instruction and teaching towards specific goals within the early years reduces competency a later age (Broström, 2017).
When discussing children moving from Flying Start to a school-based Nursery or from a school-based Nursery to Reception, both practitioners who worked in Flying Start and those who worked in school-based Nursery settings made reference to the child’s next steps becoming more formal. When describing their provision, EYP5 stated that:
	“They can still do letter formation and stuff, with us, it’s available for them. One 	of us will sit with them, we’re not forcing them to do it like they do in Reception. 	It’s not like that... We just encourage rather than saying ‘Come on, come on, 	come and do this with me’ ”
In addition to talking about teaching and learning styles becoming more formalised when they move to the next year group or class, EYP3 also made reference to the format of the day being more structured. 
EYP4 showed dissent about the expectations she perceived were placed upon children when they moved from their provision to attend a school-based Nursery:
	“You know, some children develop at different times, it doesn’t mean they can’t 	do it. And they develop in different ways but I think nursery is very old school 	and quite backwards thinking saying we have to get children to achieve certain 	things by a certain age. You know, I think that needs to change majorly.”

This sentiment was echoed by EYP1 about children moving from their provision: 
	“I don’t think you can force children to be, you know like a puppet, so I guess 	we’re quite different to school. I think the whole system needs to change 	throughout schools to be honest.”

Reference was also made by two Early Years Practitioners to the school having less staff within the classroom as well as less opportunities for children to play. Although this is difficult to quantify, as practitioners in these classes were not interviewed, the perception that the next stages of a child’s journey were unnecessarily formal appeared to be a common theme.

[bookmark: _Toc138257400]4.1.3 Performativity

Early Years Practitioners are aware of the complexities of how young children play, think and learn and recognise that this can be observed in ways that are not captured by formal testing however, 
	“Government requirements are often based on the accountability of settings 	and schools to show statistics that reflect levels of attainment which can put 	young children into a formal education before they are developmentally ready 	to engage” 
(Jennings, 2022, p.143).
Until September 2022, it was a statutory requirement to use the Compact Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) (see The FPP Compact Profile Form in Appendix 3) as a baseline assessment at the beginning of Reception year (the year a child turns five) and it continues to be used in some early years settings and school-based Nursery classes. Its purpose was intended to provide a baseline assessment which aligned with end of phase outcomes through the use of observations and formative assessments (Welsh Government, 2015). 
The use of developmental markers, including the implementation of the FPP is a decision that was made at management level, rather than at an individual level. In two of the early years provisions (the Flying Start and school based nursery settings), it was reported that the FPP was used as a tool to ‘measure’ development. Although there is little evidence within the responses given that suggests that there is an explicit focus on numeracy and literacy skills in terms of the provision made available to the children, it could be argued that practitioners pedagogy is influenced by the implementation of the these tools in order to raise standards (Roberts-Holmes, 2015).
The implementation of data collection tools was the result of decisions made by the Headteacher within the school-based Nursery and the Early Years Programmes Team for Flying Start childcare settings. The production of this data within these settings echoes what Bradbury (2019) references as the ‘datafication’ of the ECEC where there is increased emphasis on the analysis of data from assessments performed within the early years. In each of the settings, however, each of the four practitioners showed limited understanding in terms of its purpose. 
Four of the Early Years Practitioners interviewed made reference to data collection tools throughout their interviews. The two school based nursery practitioners referred to SeeSaw (SeeSaw, 2018), an online digital platform, as well as the FPP and the two practitioners working in the Flying Start childcare settings mentioned the FPP. When asked what the purpose of the FPP was, EYP1 responded by saying “So it’s basically to see if they can kind of meet their needs in like physical, like if they walk, stuff like that. So yeah, it’s more of a milestone thing.”
If greater emphasis is placed on measuring children’s skills and abilities in a quantifiable way with fixed outcomes, then there is a risk that practitioners miss capturing the learning qualities that young children as well as the potential for valuable learning experiences to occur (Broström, 2016).
There is evidence to suggest that early years pedagogy has become increasingly narrowed in order to ensure that children succeed within specific testing regimes which interpret literacy and numeracy in very specific ways (Bradbury, 2019). In the settings that used the FPP, all four practitioners reported that they collected data by making observations. When asked why they made written observations on children EYP4 responded “We make a little note of it - it’s nice to record it”. When asked what happens once it was recorded they continued: 
	“I think it goes on SeeSaw – I’m not 100% because (the teacher) like runs all 	that. I think it’s just like a record and then maybe the parents can see it or it 	could be like a set of books for evidence.”

All six practitioners reported that they made written observations on children. In the school-based nursery classes and the Flying Start settings, the four interviewees said that they observed children and that these were either recorded by scribing on a piece of paper or by taking a photograph. When asked what purpose the observations served, there was little evidence to suggest that the practitioners understood the rationale other than to collect evidence for the FPP or for SeeSaw. EYP1 answered by saying: 
	“Well, I’m an observer anyway so like I always write it down. It just kind of goes 	into the FPPs or at the moment, just in their learning journeys, you know.” 

EYP2 stated “They just kind of go into their FPPs or just in their files”. Similarly, one practitioner was unclear why observations were being made and when asked what happened after the observation was documented either in written form or by taking a photograph, the response was “No-one is sure – it’s on the iPad. We document it for evidence and that’s all I know.”
WellComm (GL Assessment, 2023), a screening and intervention tool developed by Speech and Language Therapists, was used in the Flying Start and school-based nursery settings. Similarly, when asked why observations were made for WellComm, EYP4 stated: 
	“We just go around and catch them doing something with WellComm, so we’ll 	just try and catch them doing something. We’ll say things like “Oh, can you 	go and stand behind that chair for me?” and then we know that they know 	behind and in front. I think it works, cos they don’t even know they’re being 	assessed.”

If practitioners are unclear as to why observations are being recorded, then fundamentally, its purpose needs to be questioned. It is suggested that the impact of these school-based testing regimes has the potential to undermine early years pedagogy from a unique child-centred and play-based phase in its own right, to one which subserviently prepares children for school and consequently, employment (Bradbury 2012; Moss 2012).
Both within The Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Settings (Welsh Government, 2022a) and within The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) observation is cited as playing a key role in practice that should be grounded in a thorough understanding of child development. 
Foucault (1977) believed that observation was used in institutions as a disciplinary apparatus. MacNaughton (2005) considers this in the context of early years settings and suggests that the power networks created by ‘truths’ position children in their rightful place. She further explored how alongside normalisation, regulation, categorisation and totalisation, surveillance is used to reinforce power and to govern what practitioners do and say within early years settings. Within the context of this study, it could be suggested that the practice of recording observations has been normalised, thus regimes of truth which are used as a way of strengthening power relations.

[bookmark: _Toc138257401]4.1.4 Limitations in Understanding 

Upon analysis of the interview transcripts and after reflection on the interviews, it became apparent that there were a number of instances whereby practitioners’ understanding of a concept or process was limited. An example of this can be illustrated by, when asked about whether they followed a curriculum, the four interviewees that worked in the school-based Nursery and Flying Start settings were unclear about what a curriculum was. Three gave the FPP as their answer:
	“Yeah, we do FPPs” (EYP1)
	“Is that like WellComm or the FPPs?” (EYP2)
	“Um, is it a curriculum we follow? Do you mean like FPPs?” (EYP4)

No reference was made to child development throughout any of the interviews, neither in terms of understanding of theories of child development nor reference to any knowledge gained from further studies undertaken. In response to the question “How do you know what a child needs to do next, developmentally?” EYP1 responded by saying “I think just by getting to know them. By engaging with them… Yeah, we just know.”
EYP4 responded: 
	“There’s like a file with stages of development in it. And if we see that one part 	hasn’t been filled in right, we’ll keep a check on it and maybe go back to it. 	Yeah, maybe pop back and see if it’s been filled in later on.”

Only one of the six practitioners made reference to training or courses they had attended, although this was referred to in a negative context when asked if they felt there were any obstacles or barriers that prevented them from doing a good job. EYP4 said: 
	“I suppose all the training. Sometimes it’s frustrating cos you’ll do something 	and you know it works and then they say you have to do something different 	and you’re like why? Why are we changing it now, ‘cause that works?”
Despite having worked within the context of the early years for over five years (as this was one of the criteria in terms of sampling), there were a number of examples whereby the practitioners appeared to be carrying out processes without any deeper understanding. 
Foucault suggested that institutions within all modern societies survive by producing regimes of truth (Foucault, 1977) which, in the context of the early years, produce a set of sanctioned truths which dictate how people working with young children should behave, think and feel towards children, parents and carers. Throughout the interviews there appeared to be an assumed knowledge about how children learn, not explicitly with reference to theories of child development but because practitioners reported that they ‘just know’. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257402]4.1.5 Perceptions of Gender

There were a number of instances whereby interviewees referred to the way that children learned with reference to their gender in all three types of provisions. When asked the question “How do you think children learn best? And do you think you are best able to facilitate this in your role?” EYP2 replied:
	“I think what we do is for certain children like for example, little girls love to write 	and write and write and then you got the boys who are learning through play, 	like through football, through the mud. We take them out in the mud and they 	learn, you know.” 

EYP6 responded to “How much choice do you think children have in your setting?”
by stating that “They can choose going outdoors or not - one member of staff is always outside with the boys. And they just come and go as they please.” Whilst EYP3 said:
	“Ohh yeah, they have some. You know, there’s a lot of boys in this class and 	they don’t like sitting down, they love the construction. They love the sand, they 	breathe it all in.”

Another example of this is illustrated by the response given by EYP1:
 	“Obviously your girls tend to play with the dolls, but then we do have some boys 	here as well who will enjoy the dolls - it just naturally happens 	sometimes. So it’s like that biological thing? … The boys love the bikes and 	construction. Normally when you 	get them out, they tend to be the first ones 	that go for it.” 

In addition to the examples highlighted above, there were more subtle references to perceptions of gender given by all six practitioners. When referring to different areas of learning and development, for example, mark-making or writing, a female gender specific pronoun was used. Similarly, a male pronoun was often used when giving examples of children playing outdoors or with construction toys by four of the practitioners. 
It is argued that child development has become a regime of truth that manages and regulates the way that Early Years Practitioners understand young children (Walkerdine, 1981; MacNaughton, 2000). Early Years Practitioners use these developmental truths to “normalise, classify, distribute and regulate children” (MacNaughton, 2005, p.33) placing children of differing abilities into different classes or groups, assigning different tasks and offering different experiences and they judge and categorise them according to these developmental norms or truths.
	“Truths about, for instance, normal gender development or normal sexuality 	resonate more powerfully in us and through us when they are institutionally 	produced and sanctioned” 
(MacNaughton, 2005, p.29). 
MacNaughton (2000) suggests that each area of knowledge, including early childhood studies, health or social care, expands through the development of these truths which govern how people act, think and feel. In early years settings therefore, ‘truths’ determine what is desirable and in turn, produce a system of morality with what is officially sanctioned as what it is to be a good Early Years Practitioner. MacNaughton (2005) discusses the notion that understanding children from multiple perspectives respects the view that truth is only partial and therefore biased therefore, asymmetrical power relations can be evident. This includes gender, and by using multiple perspectives to understand children, new truths can be produced.

[bookmark: _Toc138257403]4.2 Additional Themes

There were some additional themes that could have be explored further although they were less obvious. Participants mentioned a number of other topics which included choice, resources and limitations in terms of the time children spent within their care, however, these will not be discussed within this paper. 
The following Venn Diagram (Diagram 1.) shows some of the topics discussed. 
[image: ]

Diagram 1. Venn Diagram Showing Topics Discussed

In line with the research referenced in the literature review, it was anticipated that some topics would be discussed, although not all transpired. Despite concerns raised about perceived schoolification once the children had moved to the next class or year group, no reference was made to expectations placed upon them in terms of ensuring that children were school ready or equipped with the skills they needed for the next stage of their learning journey. Similarly, there was an expectation that references to child development theories and The Foundation Phase would have been made, although the small size of the participant group may account for this.

[bookmark: _Toc138257404]4.3 Further Discussion 

Throughout the study, it appeared that the Early Years Practitioners interviewed were consistent in terms of believing that children learn best through play. As discussed, however, there were variances in their descriptions of practice. This ranged from a more child-centred approach in Flying Start and school-based provisions to teaching and learning styles that, although play-based, involved more instructive methods within private childcare.
In terms of barriers or obstacles that may prevent them from translating their pedagogical beliefs into their practice, the practitioners’ explanations were mixed. As well as parents being mentioned, some practitioners discussed time constraints whilst others referred to a lack of resources. The answers were not exclusive to one particular type of provision, in other words, “parents” was the answer given by two practitioners, one from Flying Start and the other who worked in a school-based nursery. 

[bookmark: _Toc138257405]4.4 Reflections on Data Generation 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis was chosen as the most appropriate data analysis method due to the size of the participant group and the qualitative nature of the study. It is worth noting however, that Foucauldian Discourse Analysis (FDA) was initially considered as it allows for the examination of social legitimacy (Khan and MacEachen, 2021) highlighting difference, absence and local contexts rather than looking for similarities, presence and universal contexts (Kaufmann, 2011). During the initial stages of the research, due to my epistemological stance, FDA was selected as an appropriate data analysis tool as it takes ‘power’ into consideration, it recognises alternative forms of knowledge as legitimate and can promote inaudible speakers as legitimate claimants (Cheek, 2004). In the context of this research, this type of analysis would not only have examined what interviewees said but also considered how they said it, by looking how they interpreted their experiences as well as how their experiences reproduce and disrupt dominant discourses of childcare. Due to the size of the participant group in the study, however, and the researcher’s limited skills in terms of using the tool, Reflexive Thematic Analysis was deemed to be a more appropriate choice. 
One of the difficulties encountered throughout the study was initially recruiting participants. Despite having pre-established relationships, a deeper understanding of the context of the setting (Denscombe, 2010) and having a plethora of contacts within childcare, education and Flying Start, holding the position as Teacher Advisor arguably made it more difficult to encourage potential interviewees to agree to take part. The impact of the dual role, both as researcher and Advisory Teacher was considered prior to the research commencing (Roller & Lavrakas, 2015) and although the purpose and process of the research was made clear to participants from the outset (BERA, 2018), it was difficult to reassure potential participants of this. Initial contact was made via the gatekeepers, Childcare Managers and Headteachers, and invitations to participate was reliant on them passing on information. In some circumstances, the gatekeepers replied via email, with thanks for the opportunity and reassurance that staff would be in contact. Despite follow up emails acting as gentle reminders, the number of participants responding and agreeing to take part was significantly lower than was expected. This will need greater consideration in future research.
Although steps were taken to work with early years staff who were outside of the researcher’s usual remit and reassurance that the roles were separate, it was clear that in the majority of interviews, an asymmetry of power was evident, particularly upon commencement and at the close of the interview. Several participants asked if the answers to their questions were okay and whether they had been answered correctly, in other words, what the interviewee thought the interviewer wished to hear (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995). The power relations between the researcher and participants therefore, had an effect on the responses shared. In terms of future research, it may be a consideration for the researcher to conduct the study in a neighbouring authority where the researcher’s role as Advisory Teacher is less well known.

[bookmark: _Toc138257406]4.5 Limitations

The study was conducted with six participants in a single local authority in Wales. It was conducted within three different types of childcare provisions that could be attended by children aged two or three years, although this did not include childminders. The purpose of the study was to explore how Early Years Practitioners rationalise their pedagogy, therefore the study sought to understand individual perceptions rather than to make generalisations. It is not possible to ascertain the accuracy of individual accounts in terms of how objective they were due to the inherent power dynamic that has already been explored in previous sections of this paper.

[bookmark: _Toc138257407]4.6 Contribution to the Field

Despite the limited context of the study, the research offers a unique insight into the perspectives of six Early Years Practitioners. The study focuses on what the practitioners believe underpins children’s learning, highlights underlying perceptions around gender as well as outlining assumptions made about perceived schoolification, once a child moves to the next stage in their education journey. In addition, the study allows for an insight into the additional support that some practitioners may need in order to further understand some of the principles that underpin their pedagogy.


[bookmark: _Toc138257408]Chapter 5: Recommendations

[bookmark: _Toc138257409]5.1 Evaluation of the Research Process

Analysing the data through a poststructuralist lens has reaffirmed the idea that there is no one true account, rather there are multiple truths that need consideration. In addition, it facilitates the opportunity to consider the importance of exploring perceptions of the role of the Early Years Practitioner not through privilege but through those who are responsible for the implementation of pedagogy.
In addition to allowing exploration of the perceptions of six practitioners working within three different types of early years settings, the study has also encouraged self-reflection. Critical reflection through a poststructuralist lens has disrupted personal long-standing ‘knowledge’ and understandings of pedagogy as well as creating the possibility for future research opportunities and by using a number of perspectives, there is potential for new truths of resistance or other trumps in the truth game (Foucault, 1988) to be challenged and created. 
The research has encouraged critical self-reflection in terms of what is deemed ‘normal’ or ‘good’ practice within an early years context. It has forced deliberation in terms of how power and control works in early years settings and has led to questions over truths that have been perpetuated and reinforced through training delivered, support and advice imparted as well as through incidental conversations. In addition, it has created the opportunity to raise fundamental questions surrounding data collection within the early years, both in terms of its purpose and the impact on children and adults within the childcare setting. 


[bookmark: _Toc138257410]5.2 Implications for Further Research 

Limitations in understanding, particularly around the curriculum and play-based pedagogy will need to be explored in future research. The implementation of Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) sees the availability of online training modules as well as the roll-out of face to face training for staff who work in school-based nursery classes. Within the local authority in which the study is being conducted, there are no funded, non-maintained childcare settings and therefore, although it is not a requirement to follow The Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022a), some training will be delivered, although attendance is optional. Modules are available to be accessed online, although it could be argued that delivery, interpretation and implementation may be inconsistent. A module that focuses specifically on Child Development is available through both The Curriculum for Wales and The Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings online training. Despite there being a degree of consistency in terms of the messages delivered, considering this through a poststructuralist lens, it could be argued that this could further reinforce rather than challenge existing regimes of truth.
Monitoring progress throughout the early years can help to provide an overview of a child’s successes, interests and talents, as well as highlighting potential areas of concern. A broader understanding of the rationale to implement screening and data collection tools would be beneficial in order to comprehend the purpose and the possible impact that these processes may have on children, their parents and Early Years Practitioners.
Further exploration of the complexities within childcare across the local authority will seek to facilitate a better understanding of whether the variances in curriculum requirements, regulatory bodies and staffing recommendations impact on the pedagogy of childcare staff and ultimately the children who attend their provisions.

[bookmark: _Toc138257411]5.3 Final Reflections

With on-going investment at policy level and differences in pedagogy within the local authority, it is essential for practitioners to fully understand the importance of the role the early years fulfils in facilitating opportunities for children to reach their full potential in accordance with their specific interests and abilities. 
Within Flying Start Childcare Guidance (2014), reference is made to the importance that the early years plays in a child’s life in its own right rather than just as preparation for formal education and adulthood. High-quality early years education is dependent on practitioners fully understanding how children think and learn best. If the early years lay the foundations for life-long learning therefore, the legitimacy of this phase in itself must be realised by practitioners working within this context. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Schedule

1. Tell me about your experience in childcare. 
2. What qualifications do you have? 
3. What sort of skills and what kind of attributes do you think you would need to be a good early years practitioner?
4. How do you know when children are learning? As a practitioner how do you ensure that this can happen?
5. How do you think children learn best? Do you think you are best able to facilitate this in your role?
6. What do you think influences how children learn?
7. What would a ‘good’ session look like in your setting?
8. Do you think the children in your setting have a voice? Can you give me an example of this?
9. How much choice do you think children have in your setting? How much choice do the practitioners have?
10. Do feel that you are in a position where you're able to change things? 
11. How do you know whether you're acting in the best interest of a child?
12. Do you do you follow a curriculum?
13. Do you observe children? Tell me what this means/how this looks? What happens with the observations?
14. Do you use the FPP? What’s the purpose of the FPP? 
15. How do you know what a child needs to work towards next/developmentally?
16. Do you feel that there are any obstacles or barriers that you feel prevent you from doing a good job?
17. What do you most enjoy about your role? 
18. What would you say are the biggest challenges that face earlier practitioners?
19. What are your future career aspirations?
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My name is Allison and I am studying for a Doctorate in Education at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 

I would like to invite you to participate in my research project. The title of the study is:

How do Early Years Practitioners rationalise their pedagogy in three different types of early years provisions?

Through your participation, I hope to be able to explore how Childcare Workers and Teaching Assistants (who work with children aged between 2 – 4 years) understand young children’s thinking and learning.

I will be undertaking interviews with early years staff in Flying Start settings, private childcare and school based nursery classes. The interview would last no longer than 20/30 minutes and would take place at a mutually convenient time. All information shared would be confidential and anonymised.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you can withdraw from the study at any stage without needing to explain your reasons.  

After analysis of the data obtained from the interviews, I would be happy to share an overview of the findings at your request. The results of the research will be discussed in a university assignment and will be stored in the University’s encrypted Microsoft Drive. All raw data will be destroyed once the assessment has been marked. 

I thank you in advance for your time. If any questions do arise, feel free to contact me at your convenience. 

Yours sincerely,

Allison Jones
Email: 0451305@student.uwtsd.ac.uk








PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM



PROJECT TITLE: How do Early Years Practitioners rationalise their pedagogy in three different types of early years provisions?

Name of Researcher: Allison Jones
Email: 0451305@student.uwtsd.ac.uk


									         	
Please initial box.

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information in the overview above.

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without giving any reason.

3. I understand that the information given by me will be used in a university assignment.

4. I understand that my actual name and personal details will not be included in this study.  

5. I understand that the researcher will make every effort to protect the confidentiality of my data and keep my identity anonymous. 

6. I agree to take part in the above study.



_____________________        _____________________________       __________
Name                                        Signature                                                  Date



Please could you complete and return to 0451305@student.uwtsd.ac.uk by 17th February 2023.
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