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Within any mainstream nursery, there will be a significant range of abilities among the children within the class, all having a different amount of input from their parents or carers at home.  Some children will be extremely competent, having a significant amount of support from their parents who feel confident in their abilities to effectively support their child.  However, some children will be evidently less able, receiving less help from home, as a substantial number of parents are unsure of what kind of activities they should be doing with their children that will reinforce and extend the skills that they are learning at school.  Research suggests that children that are supported at home will inevitably have better outcomes throughout their time in school (Sad and Gurbuzturk, 2013).
It is for this reason that the ‘Can you?’ challenge app has been created with the aim to encourage parents to support their child’s learning during their time in Nursery class.  A daily practical challenge will be sent via the app to parent’s phones for the child and parent to complete together.  Taking into consideration, the demands of a hectic lifestyle that face many parents of today, these challenges will be simple and quick to complete, while playing an important part in scaffolding their child’s learning and development.  












Examples of challenges



Can you count 
the number of 
stairs in your house?


Can you find something that is red, blue, yellow and green?





Can you sing your favourite song to mum or dad?


Can you count to 10 in Welsh?






Can you find something that floats and sinks?

Can you put your coat on by yourself?





There are many apps available from the app store that support young children’s numeracy and language and literacy skills: -
· Stop the bugs
· Kids math
· Preschool kids maths and learning
· Learn numbers 123
· Super ABC
· Phonics Fun
· Nursery Rhymes for kids
· Colouring Games for kids 
However, each of these games, concentrate on individual, specific skills whereas the challenges from the ‘Can you?’ app will consider the holistic development of the children and will incorporate all seven areas of the Foundation Phase: -
· Personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity
· Language, literacy and communication skills
· Mathematical development
· Welsh language development
· Knowledge and understanding of the world
· Physical development
· Creative development
(Welsh Government, 2015)

Many of the above apps are simple to use and can be used by children without any adult supervision.  However, the ‘Can you?’ app has been designed with the intention that the daily challenges should be completed not by the children alone, but with the support of their parents, therefore, promoting parent-child interaction while supporting the skills that the children learn and use whilst at school.


There are many associated benefits for children, parents and teachers which arise from using the ‘Can you?’ app: -
· Parents receive clear communication about how to support their child at home and what activities they could be doing with them on a daily basis that will allow their child to achieve their full potential.  Many parents feel that they do not receive adequate information from the school about how they can support their chid.  Parents also believe that it is solely the school’s responsibility to educate their children, however, parents are the child’s first educators, which mean that they have a significant input into their education. The ‘Can you’ app will therefore remove these barriers, facilitating clear guidance, while enabling positive parent-teacher relationships (Rouse and O’Brien, 2017).
·  The challenges that will be sent via the app will support the skills that they learn at school and give them extra opportunities to practice them, allowing them to further develop their skills and knowledge, a term know as ‘Spiral Curriculum’ which was first introduced by early education pioneer Bruner (Gibbs, 2014).
· The quality parent-child interactions that will arise from taking part in the challenges will not only help to develop the children’s language skills, but will allow positive relationships to be formed, fostering positive attachments (Richter, 2018).
· Piaget believed that children learn through active participation, and therefore, the practical nature of the challenges support this (Kearns, 2010).
· Parents are able scaffolding their children’s learning through increasing their zone of proximal development. This means that children learn from more knowledgeable others, in this case, their parents, who can provide the necessary support to their child to further develop skills and knowledge that they already possess.  This support can be gradually removed when children become competent and independent learners. (Whitington and McInnes, 2017).
· The wide range of challenges that will be sent via the app will ensure the holistic development of the children, highlighting the importance to parents that children not only need to learn the more obvious skills such as numeracy and literacy but a diverse range of skills to develop them as a whole child which is highlighted within the Foundation Phase framework (Welsh Government, 2015).
· The positive parent-teacher relationships that arise from using the app will ensure that the children receive the best care and support possible from school through a positive two-way communication system (Garrity and Canavan, 2017).


Irrespective of the many benefits linked from using the ‘Can you?’ challenge app, there are also a number challenges and barriers that should be taken into consideration: -
· The idea for developing an app for a mobile phone may not be fully inclusive to all parents, especially those from lower-socio-economic backgrounds and lower income families.  Some parents may not have mobile phones and therefore would not be able to access the app.  Therefore, the class teacher would need to consider supplying hard copies of the challenges to these parents, which may then make them feel that they have been excluded from the other parents.
· There would be an initial set-up cost associated with the app, which would have to be paid by the school.  This may not get approval from the headteacher as there is not often a large amount of spare money within school budgets.
· The app would need significant commitment to set new challenges daily.
· The app would need to be effectively marketed to promote awareness of the associated benefits of using the app.  The class teacher would also need to emphasise the importance of the app to the parent, encouraging them to use it as there is no guarantee that all parents would use it. 
· The app would need to be reviewed regularly to determine its effectiveness by gaining parental views which could be time-consuming.






Having worked in a nursery class for over ten years, I have noticed a significant change in the children that are starting school.  I believe that children are becoming less independent and do not have the foundations of learning that children from previous years had.  As early years practitioners, we can no longer assume that children can count, recognise shapes and colours or even recite well known nursery rhymes.  I believe that many children would benefit from receiving extra support at home.
I feel that my knowledge of the Foundation Phase framework will allow me to be able to set appropriate challenges through the app, which will support the children’s holistic development, while encouraging parents to support their children at home.
While I appreciate that parents may feel unsure how to support their child, I also understand the importance of receiving this support and I feel that the ‘Can you?’ challenge app will facilitate this.














This essay will discuss how the concept of creating a phone application, aimed to encourage parents to support their children’s learning at home through completing simple, practical daily challenges can potentially have a positive impact on young children’s learning outcomes and how this supports and links to early childhood development.  It will critically analyse the principles underpinning this concept and discuss how it will benefit not only young children, but also parents and teachers.
The concept behind the ‘Can you?’ challenge app is to create a link between home and school and to encourage positive parent-teacher relationships.  According to Schultz et al. (2016) and Lasater (2016) collaboration between parents and teachers not only benefit the children, but also parents and teachers.
Pirchio et al. (2013) believes that teachers are significant figures in the lives of children today and therefore have an important role to play in their development. However, Degortardi et al. (2013) and Patten (2017) suggests that more recently, parents and teachers are now seen as partners in children’s education.  However, Scanlan (2012) suggests that this is not a new concept, as it was first introduced within The Plowden Report in 1967 stating that parents play an important role in their children’s education. More recently, this guidance has been reflected and further developed within the ‘Every Child Matters’ Green Paper, suggesting that parental involvement positively benefits children’s behaviour, well-being along with academic success (Great Britain: Department for Education and Skills, 2003).  
According to Whitington and McInnes (2017) the experiences that young children receive from both home and school, significantly contribute to their early childhood development.    Li et al. (2015) and Pirchio et al. (2013) agrees and states that this factor underpins Bronfenbrenner’s ‘ecological systems theory’ where a number of internal and external factors influence children’s development.  A positive parent-teacher relationship significantly impacts children’s development as it facilitates continuity between school and home and ensures that they experience a ‘coherent educational environment’ (Pirchio et al., 2013: 145).  Pirchio et al. (2015) believes that this allows children to experience a more positive transition from home to school, along with considering their well-being, ensuring a high-quality experience. 
Pirchio et al. (2013) and Rouse and O’Brien (2017) adds that mutual respect and trust develops through the formation of these positive relationships, encouraging a two-way communication system between home and school, to ensure that the children’s needs are met, however, it is necessary to ensure that this is maintained to allow the relationship to continue to develop.  
However, according to Lasater (2016) the formation of positive parent-teacher relationships can be challenging.   Rouse and O’Brien (2017) and Schultz et al. (2016) agree and suggest that research shows that many parents feel that teachers do not demonstrate a mutual respect towards them as they feel that their expectations for their child are different.  Pushor (2012) agrees and believes that many teachers seem themselves as superior to parents where they view themselves as providers of knowledge and information rather than receivers.  
The ‘Can you?’ challenge app also gives parents the opportunities to support their child’s learning at home by giving them ideas of what kinds of activities they could do with their child at home.  Pirchio et al. (2013) believes that it is beneficial to ensure that parents are given the opportunity to have an insight of what their children learn at school and the experiences that they are given.  Olmstead (2013) believes that the involvement that children receive from home has a greater impact on their learning than the input they receive at school.  Moreover, Julius (2017) suggests that teachers can involve parents in their child’s learning by providing them with activities that they can complete at home with their child, which will extend their knowledge, allowing them to practice the skills that they have learned in school.  According to Gibbs (2014) and Murphy (2015) this reflects Bruner’s spiral curriculum, where it is possible to extend children’s knowledge by providing them with opportunities to revisit activities numerous times and therefore, increasing their understanding, allowing them to become competent, confident learners.
According to Lin et al. (2015) and Rouse and O’Brien (2017) research suggests that children are more likely to achieve academic success when parents are actively involved in their education.  However, the associated benefits of parental involvement are not limited to academic success.  Degotardi et al. (2013) and Niklas et al. (2016) adds that this also contributes to children’s social and emotional development.   
[bookmark: _Hlk518804973]Pirchio et al. (2013) adds that parents place a higher value on their children’s education when they feel that they are able to positively contribute to it, by being actively involved.  However, according to Olmstead (2013) research indicates that teachers believe that children are negatively affected by a lack of parental involvement.  However, Donnelly et al. (2016) suggests that parental involvement is often viewed as good practice within a school and ideally, is something that teachers should strive for.  Furthermore, Sad and Gurbuzturk (2013) believe that children are guaranteed academic success if they are supported at home by their parents.
However, Rouse and O’ Brien (2017) suggests that although many parents would like to help their child at home, they are unsure how to help them, lack confidence in their own abilities or have not given sufficient opportunities by teachers. Therefore, the ‘Can you?’ challenge app has been created to remove this barrier, allowing parents to effectively support their children’s learning at home.  
The challenges that will be sent to parents via the app will be in line with guidance received from the Foundation Phase framework, which according to the Welsh Government (2015a) encompasses seven areas of learning, supporting the holistic development of children.  Brodie (2018) states that a holistic approach to learning ensures that all areas of the child’s development are connected, focussing on the child as a whole. Considering that the greatest amount of development occurs between birth and three years old, it is important to ensure that the child is given opportunities to develop holistically during this time.  Neaum (2010) agrees and suggests that children will inevitably have better academic outcomes through a holistic early years education.  
Lin et al. (2015) also suggests that children need a variety of homework activities to encourage development in a range of areas.  Therefore, this will give parents the opportunity to see what kind of activities their child does at school, and how it supports their development in a range of areas, encouraging them to think about the simple activities they could be doing with their child daily, that will support their learning, allowing them to reach their full potential.
[bookmark: _Hlk518805104][bookmark: _Hlk518581728]Along with providing parents with information about what activities support their child’s learning, the ‘Can you?’ challenge app has also been designed to promote positive interactions between young children and their parents.  Rouse and O’Brien (2017) and Sad and Gurbuzturk (2013) states that parents are their child’s first teacher, and therefore are able to influence their education.  Whitington and McInnes (2017) state that Vygotsky believed that children learn through social interactions with more knowledgeable others, and at home, parents have this role.  However, Pirchio et al. (2013) believes that these positive interactions are necessary for children from birth as the earlier children are exposed to them, the more beneficial it will be for them as they progress through school.

The development of the ‘Can you?’ challenge app also reflects the growing trend of mobile phone use among adults, which according to Olmstead (2013) is the basis of social constructivism, where cultures within society are taken into consideration to construct knowledge. 
[bookmark: _Hlk518805182]According to Ofcom (2015) smartphones are now the most popular device, with more than two thirds of people owning a smartphone, with an average use of almost two hours a day.  However, according to Reed and Hirsh-Pasek (2017) and Richter (2018) the use of mobile phones reduces the amount of parent-child interactions, negatively affecting the language learning opportunities that children gain from these face-to-face interactions, which children need to learn important social cues.  Research carried out by Reed and Hirsh-Pasek (2017) found that children as young as three years old are aware of when these important interactions are disrupted and the negative effect that this can have on parent-child relationships. However, the concept of the ‘Can you?’ challenge app, removes this barrier to parent-child interactions as the notification of the app is used to encourage parents to interact with their child to complete the daily challenge and therefore facilitating positive interactions.  
Furthermore, Olmstead (2013) suggests that using digital technology is an effective way to increase parental involvement and to promote positive communication between home and school especially for working parents who struggle to find the time to support their children at home.  Research also shows that parents have indicated that using mobile phones is their preferred method of communication.
Nevertheless, there is need to reflect on the inclusivity of developing such an app, taking into consideration the importance placed on an inclusive education for all over recent years.  According to Li et al. (2015) a fully inclusive education, considers all children regardless of socio-economic backgrounds, race and abilities.  Therefore, it is necessary to understand that potentially, not all parents of the children within the class will own a mobile phone and therefore excluding these children from the associated benefits of the app.  For this reason, the class teacher would need to address this issue and consider how they would ensure that these children are included in this initiative.  
[bookmark: _Hlk518804694]According to Coughlan (2018) parents are too busy to help their child with their homework.  Taking this into consideration, the challenges that will be set through the app, for parents and children to complete together, will be quick activities that will take a practical play-based form.  Lin et al. (2015) states that children need real experiences to learn new skills along with ample opportunities to practice these skills. Kearns (2010) also explains that it is a common understanding that children learn through play, however, this learning will be more significant, through adult engagement. Furthermore, Ritchie (2012) believes that children learn best through practical activities, which according to Kearns (2010) and Robins (2012) underpinned Piaget’s constructivist theory of learning, where children need active participation to ensure that their learning experiences are meaningful.  Sargent (2014) explains that this means that children are given opportunities to interact with others and their environment, which was also the key principle of Pestalozzi, an early childhood education pioneer, who understood that children learn through real experiences.  
Although there is an abundance of early years educational apps available to install from the app store, personal research has found that many of these apps are one dimensional, as they generally focus on developing only one skill at a time.  There are many apps that concentrate on literacy and numeracy, however, there is not an app available that concentrates on the holistic development of children.  Furthermore, many of these apps have been designed to allow children to utilise them independently, and not encouraging parental support or positive interactions between children and parents.  In addition, using these apps is a sedentary activity and are not giving children practical, concrete experiences.  
In conclusion, the ‘Can you?’ challenge app facilitates an effective learning pedagogy, by using practical play-based challenges, that encourages positive parent-child interaction, removing barriers for parents and facilitating an effective parent-teacher relationship.  All of these factors will benefit the children allowing them to reach their full potential within their early years settings to become confident, competent learners. 
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