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Introduction

In this brochure, I will be bringing an idea to you which I believe is going to benefit the way children learn in the Early Years. I have currently been working as a learning support assistant for three years in a primary school, mainly in reception class. During my experience of working with young children, I have noticed something missing as part of a child’s learning and experiences and forms an important aspect of a child’s holistic development. 

I have decided to pitch to you the idea of having class pets in Early Years settings or schools. Pets are a wonderful source of happiness and inspiration for young children therefore I feel that this idea if going to be beneficial for young children’s learning within the early years.

Practitioners have been caring for small pets and animals for decades. From a goldfish filled aquarium to hamsters rolling round the classroom in a plastic rollerball, no matter how big or small the animal is, there is evidence that young children being around small animals is beneficial and helps to develop important aspects of a child’s holistic development.
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(Source: Remitz, 2018).


Innovative Idea


This idea was brought to my attention when I overheard some children in my setting talking amongst themselves about their own pets at home and what they do to take care of their animal. Whilst they were talking about their duties for caring for their animals, I noticed one child in particular was silent during this group discussion, and when asked by another child what they did to help look after their animal at home, their response was that they did not have any pets at home. 

This made me think that if all children do not experience what it is like to care for a pet, then how will they know how to treat animals when they become face to face with one. Some children do not know how to react when they see animals and the last thing I would want as a practitioner is for children to harm animals because they have not been shown the correct way that animals should be treated and cared for.
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Benefits of The Idea

There are many different positive reasons for having children care for a class pet. The first positive aspect is teaching children about responsibility. The practitioner can rotate the feeding schedule so that every day or week, someone new is in charge of feeding the classroom pet. For an entire day or week, children could work in pairs or groups of three and they would be fully in charge of the pet, with the help of an adult. They can perform a variety of tasks including feeding the pet, caring for the pet, and helping to clean the pet’s living space.
Some children might not be allowed to have pets at home, and having a class pet will help them to experience something they would never have been able to experience at home. This will help them to experience new emotions, learn new skills, and understand the feeling of having a dependent.
Practitioners can also bring maths and science to life by keeping a class pet. Here is an example of how a practitioner can use the pets incorporated into a question:
“If Toffee and Fudge, our rabbits, eat one small bag of food a day, how many bags of food do they eat in one week?”
OR
“What part of the world do ferrets come from?”.
Children will also learn about respect and commitment through helping to take care of their class pet. As they watch the pet grow and change they will see and understand the correlation between a pet and other living beings. This could help them to learn empathy and compassion.
Class pets can provide children with wonderful hands-on learning. Their care and upkeep are tangible ways to teach children about responsibility and compassion. In fact, learning how to care of something else is one of the best lessons that a child can learn during their formative years. In addition to responsibility and compassion, a class pet also encourages children to be respectful of other living things. A live animal who becomes the class pet is a great representative of the environment as a whole. With a teacher who is diligent about ensuring the animal’s well-being, children can learn that what they do to and in their environment can affect other creatures. 
Children who are shy or have trouble socially may benefit from having a pet in the classroom. They may find it easier to relate to an animal than their fellow classmates, and a pet can be a great tool for drawing them out. It may also help them to feel more connected to the classroom community as a whole.
A pet can also positively contribute to the overall classroom environment. It can serve as a common thread to help bond the classroom together. In addition, you can use the pet as a teaching tool during lessons to help the children connect to concepts or ideas.
Any animal can carry bacteria or viruses. Likewise, a human can transfer some pathogens to animals. Anyone handling animals should wash their hands frequently. This is a great opportunity to teach children about hygiene. However, it can pose a challenge if your classroom doesn’t include a sink. You may also wish to make hand sanitizer available. Animal habitats themselves must be kept clean to avoid health hazards and foul smells.
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Challenges and Barriers


With all new ventures in the Early Years, there will be some barriers to consider. The first consideration when choosing a pet is a health and safety aspects which is ensuring no child or staff in the class has an allergy to a specific animal. This information should be supplied to the school or setting by the parents and obviously the staff will already know if they are. It is also important to note that if after the animal has already been bought and practitioners start to notice a child developing an allergy to consult with the child’s parents for them to take their child to the doctor to get a formal diagnosis. 
If children do become allergic to the class pet, they can still be involved in caring for it. They will still be able to refill the water bottle and food bowl once they have been thoroughly washed to stop the child being exposed to animal fur. To further promote hygiene to the children, they will need to wash their hands to stop spreading bacteria and to stop a child having an allergic reaction.
While class pets can be a great teaching tool, they can also be a huge distraction. For children with attention and focusing needs, class pets can provide too much stimulation and distract them from their work. Some children, especially those in the early years,  may not be mature enough to care for a class pet. That puts the responsibility for the animal’s care and upkeep on the practitioner. Even if children are mature enough, the issue of everyday care, as well as weekends and holidays will need to be addressed. Class pets can also be messy, smelly and pose the risk of injury or infection. While a small lizard may seem harmless, the potential for salmonella is ever present. This is why it is important for the settings to research the risks of the pets that you are considering to make sure that the one you choose is the best option for their class.
The pet may die while in your care, and if it does, the practitioner will have to console the children and explain to them the concept of death. Some practitioners may not see this as a negative, however, as going through this unhappy experience will help the children to understand the cycle of life, and help them to cope with death when it occurs in their own private lives. 
This is also something which  I have experienced in my own setting, we had two guinea pigs as our class pets which the children were actively involved in caring for them.  However, one guinea pig died last month and instead of the teacher using the death as an opportunity to explain to the children the concept of death, she decided not to tell the children at all to avoid them getting upset. I feel this was a missed opportunity to have a deep conversation with the children because instead of the children being told about it by the teacher in a sensitive way, they found out from the older children who weren’t sensitive when telling them. So initially this would be seen as a negative aspect of having a pet, but long term it will help the children understand concepts which will turn into a positive. 
The practitioners will have to pay for food and equipment needed for your class pet. However, there are organizations that exist such as Pets in the Classroom (1990) that offer grants to help subsidize teachers and educational institutions to keep a pet in the classroom.  
Having a class pet involves spending a lot of time caring for it out of school hours. The practitioners will have to take it home on weekends and holidays and care for the class pet in between school days, or find someone else who can do this for you. This will have to be on a rota also to ensure everyone has the opportunity to care for it and not just relying on one member of staff to look after it.
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Conclusion


To conclude this pitch today, class pets are definitely not for everyone, but they can provide a great learning opportunity for those classrooms who are mature enough to handle them. I believe every child should have the opportunity to experience having a pet as it is an extremely valuable life lesson for them. As with every new venture in settings, there are positive and negative aspects, however I feel with this particular idea, the positives outweigh the negatives making this a precious experience for young children.
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Part 2


In this section, a critical analysis of the potential impact of this new business concept on the holistic development of young children in the early years will be discussed. Furthermore, a comparison between this concept and ideas that are currently on the market will also be reflected on.
Small pets in the classroom are beneficial for young children’s holistic development (Pets In The Classroom, 1990). Animals bring new ways of learning for children. Animals can be incorporated into the current curriculum by using a hands on approach to learning. From mathematics, literacy, science or geography, young children will approach these subjects with enthusiasm and enjoyment (Gross, 2015 and Strickland, 2018). 
According to research conducted by the Telegraph (2015), children benefit a lot more in houses that have pets, rather in those without pets. Pets are a sense of comfort to young children. The companionship that children and adults feel towards pets is the main reason why pets are welcomed into people’s homes (Carter, 2015). This is a valuable lesson for young children to learn and having pets in a classroom is a way of promoting this. 
Pets are key to improving social interaction between children and adults. People are more likely to approach an individual in public who has an animal with them as it shows the person has compassion to care for another living being and is a good conversation started. Children may also find it difficult to communicate with adults therefore having a pet that children can talk to openly may encourage them to practice their social skills which could eventually give children the confidence to speak to adults (Gekas, 2011). 
Pets improve your health. There's increasing evidence of the benefits brought by pets to human psychological and physical health. According to a study by the State University of New York (2002), they found that people who are actively around pets have shown to decrease stress levels, lowers blood pressure, controls cholesterol, prevents strokes, monitors blood sugar levels for diabetics and prevents allergies and improves immunity. These are all positive reasons why children should be around pets from a young age and due to not all children being allowed pets at home, this is why it is important for early years settings to have small pets to be able to promote these health benefits. As mentioned in section one, children may have an allergy to particular breeds of animals which is why it is important to expose children to all breeds of animals to help establish a strong immune system against allergies (Gekas, 2011). 
A challenge which may arise with this idea is that if all members of staff have not got an open mind about this idea then it will not work in the setting. There are some practitioners that will view a pet in the classroom as an inconvenience rather than an opportunity for children to learn. Some practitioners will just see the negative aspects about having a pet and all the additional work that comes with having a pet rather than the educational values (Lewis, 2017 and PetCube 2017). Therefore, this idea will only be successful in a setting if every practitioner and member of staff is willing for this to work and have an open mindset about the experience as surely in every setting, the best interest of the children should always be a first priority. 
Another consideration for this idea is the cost. As mentioned in section one, the initial cost of the pet and all the supplies will be the most amount of money spent. After that the cost will only be towards food and bedding for the pet which will not be bought every day. The only other expense which should be considered is any potential vets bills that may arise. This again is something to consider before purchasing a pet; is the setting in a good enough financial position to afford buying a pet, supplies and possible vets bills (Prince, 2018 and Animal Freedom, 2018). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]On conclusion, there are many benefits for children being around animals. If children have experience of animals from an early age, they will see the correct way in which animals should be treated and cared for. No one would want to see a child hurting an animal because they have not been given the correct guidance from an adult. Therefore it is crucial for children to be around animals so they have the ability to learn new skills and experiences. 
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