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Educating Parents: 
The Early Years Curriculum
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Introduction
With parents and home-life, being one of the main influences on child development, it can be said that, the community plays a crucial role in making sense of the world around them. According to Vygotsky, when children become curious, learning is strongly influenced by the role of the parent. Piaget believed that with the use of practical activities, children can become actively involved with their learning through play. 

Research 
The Welsh Government provides a wide range of programmes and interventions, to support parents within a child’s early years. This includes guidance for settings to provide a smooth transition, classes for parent and child to attend and programmes which take place within school settings for children and families in need.

With Flying Start settings specifically targeting families within disadvantaged areas of Wales, there is great emphasis on parent partnerships aiming to tackle poverty. One of the key elements being the access to parenting programmes to support positive partnering and early intervention. 

There are family learning programmes, which are available within school settings, which support different areas of learning, however, these are only available for families who receive free school meals.

Not all children and families benefit from the programmes and initiatives available, it can be said that there is not enough support for parent involvement within more privileged areas, where more affluent parents have less opportunities in comparison to others.

Idea
There is a need for early intervention to meet the needs of all young children and families. My idea will take place by practitioners, aiming to educate parents on the early years curriculum, giving them guidance in supporting their child when learning through play.

The programme aims to target parents and families, before their child attends full time nursery. The programme will give parents the knowledge and understanding on how their child with learn through the Foundation Phase curriculum, the importance of play for academic success and ways in which this can be implemented outside of the setting.
The programme will take place one morning a week, over a twelve-week period, including a variety of workshops focusing on specific areas of learning.

Supporting a quality transition, the programme will be running by qualified and experienced practitioners who originally work within the school setting, to support positive relationships before their child attend the setting.

The idea discussed, is not unique as there are initiatives in place to build on parent-parent partnership and are more likely to take place within more deprived areas or settings which have the required funding. However, from research, the initiatives available are not specifically educating parents on the early years curriculum and how the child learns through play within their early years at nursery.

Involving parents and families 
There will be a letter sent home from the setting, inviting the parents and children to the workshops, explaining the aims and benefits of the programme which is to offer. Parent’s often do not realise the positive role they can play within a child’s learning and development. Practitioners understand that time can become a barrier, for parents to attend the programme, in that case parents are informed that they can involve grandparents if needed.
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What does Educating Parents: The Early Years Curriculum, offer to young children and families?
With the programme specifically implementing the Foundation Phase curriculum into parent-partnership, the activities that take place within the workshops, cover the specific areas and approaches towards learning.

Areas of Learning:
Personal and Social 
Well-being and Cultural Diversity
Language, Literacy and Communication Skills
Mathematical 
Welsh Language 
Knowledge and Understanding of the World
Physical
Creative
(Foundation Phase, 2015)

Focus on partnerships between practitioners and parents, clear link between the setting and home. The programme provides guidance in which parents can take an active role within the child’s learning and development. Encouraging positive interaction to take place outside of the setting.
Community  

Aims
The aims of the programme are to:
· To encourage effective interaction between parent and child
· Educate parents on the importance of play
· Demonstrate how to interact and communicate effectively with young children
· Express the importance of a home environment and resources which enhance children’s learning
· Build positive-parent partnerships 
· Support parents with developing their skills to support their child 

How will the programme benefit young children?
1. Promotes parent-partnership
2. Encourages strong relationships between parent-child
3. Cognitive development
4. Health and well-being
5. Meets the requirements of the curriculum
6. Enhances smooth transition
7. Prepares parents for full-time school

Workshops
The workshops will include a range of play activities to support each area of learning. The activities will be set up within the outdoor environment, which is a large woodland area for children and parents to have enough space to carry out the activities independently or engage with other parents and families.

Literacy 
Numeracy
Creative
Welsh
I.C.T

Specifically focusing on –
A range of play opportunities
How to use the outdoors as a learning tool
Using natural resources to link with areas of development
How to encourage and manage risk taking
How to use technology as a learning tool

Innovative
With the Foundation Phase having great emphasis on the outdoor environment, I feel the family programme is unique to other programmes that are available within the area. There are not programmes available which focus on the outdoors as an influential tool, in meeting the needs of the national curriculum and the areas of learning.

Linking play theories which influenced the programme, with New Zealand, Reggio Emilia and Highscope approaches, the programme aims to encourage parents to take advantage of the outdoors and woodlands which are accessible for free. Providing endless resources and a wide range of learning opportunities, such as, exploration, risk taking, imaginative, through real life experiences. 

With the parents understanding that learning can take place anywhere and can be as effective regardless of what the item is, parents and children are more likely to build positive relationships with each other, as well as their surroundings gaining respect for nature.
Challenges and Barriers to Idea
· Involving and engaging parents 
· Over exposure to technology within home environments
· Teaching parent’s that lack confidence due to lack of academic skills
· Parents with anxiety and depression
· Time -  in-depth conversations
· Work commitments
· Parents not valuing the importance of parent-partnerships
· Parents lack of interest towards their child’s development
· Engaging parents in becoming actively involved 
· Parents personal circumstances 
· Lack of confidence by parents, due to uneducated or anxiety depression
· Lack of engagement, low income families are less likely to understand the benefits and impact to child development 



Section two aims to critically evaluate the use of parent programmes and how it impacts young children’s development. Taking into consideration the advantages this has to children, families, and settings. Specifically focusing on the Foundation Phase curriculum, how children learn through play and how it develops different areas of learning. With the 21st century becoming over exposed to technology, the idea aims to provide support and guidance for parents, to overcome these barriers to quality interaction and the exploration of the outdoor environment as an effective learning tool.

Epstein (2011) views parent involvement as they key to success, in meeting the needs of children, families and settings. Rouse (2012) agrees, but further suggests that, when positive partnerships are built, this has a fundamental impact towards children reaching potential outcomes. Hornby and Lafaele (2011) explains that parent programmes are less likely to be successful in a setting which does not work collaboratively and shares the same values with families to reach a potential goal for young children. Schneider and Coleman (2018) describe parent-involvement as the biggest problem settings face due to practitioners having little understanding of what goes on within the home environment.
 
Epstein (2011) later defines parent partnership as a way in which all participants understand roles and responsibilities when contributing to young children’s learning and development.
On the other hand, the demands that parents face due to personal circumstances can become a barrier when providing time to become actively involved with their child within the home environment (Schneider and Coleman, 2018). Rouse (2012) later states that, with practitioners working collaboratively with parents, the child should benefit from this due to parent’s role becoming more effective when contributing to their child’s learning and development. 

Exploring parent partnership from an historical perspective, Bronfonbrenner believes that for the mesosystem to work effectively, both parts of the child’s microsystem need to collaborate to support children’s learning and development. Conversely, Epstein (2011) outlines the barriers that are faced, when building positive parent partnerships. Cottle and Alexander (2013) carried out a study which resulted in all practitioners involved, believing that parent partnership plays a crucial role, in delivering quality care within early year settings. 

Hornby and Lafaele (2011) outline the challenges that schools face when encouraging parent involvement. It can be said that different groups of parents and families, have contrasting opinions and views on the definition and benefits of parent engagement (Goodall and Montgomery, 2013). Within the 21st century, there is an increase of overexposure to technology. Lauricella, Wartella and Rideout (2015) suggests that settings should consider children’s home environments as a contributor to children’s early stages of development. When approaching parent-partnerships. Practitioners should stress the importance of face-to-face interaction, so children are not disadvantaged by a lack of social interaction between parent-child, which has become a major challenge in life.

Conversely, the Foundation Phase (2015) curriculum suggests that for children to develop self-image and express themselves imaginatively, there should be a variety of opportunities for children to explore and the use of technology is essential. The iPad is seen to be the most effective technical device which is used as an educational resource, with it being seen to increase engagement and interaction through the response of touch screen providing rich learning opportunities (Dezuanni, et al. 2015). On the other hand, there are concerns in relation to the software which is accessible through an iPad, with poor quality or irrelevant apps which are not seen to be an effective learning tool (Lynch and Redpath, 2012). 

It can be said that, without the appropriate support and guidance, children are becoming disadvantaged by the over exposure to meaningless or inappropriate apps within the home environment, which result in a lack of learning opportunities and face-to-face interaction (Geng, Smith and Black, 2017). In comparison, Donohue (2014) explains the advantages technology has towards children’s literacy development and it can be used as an effective learning tool which can be seen to support interactions between children and parents. The Foundation Phase (2015) agrees, explaining that children should have the opportunities to develop individual skills, using a variety of tools and digital equipment, which are developed through a wide range of experiences within the curriculum. However, from a historical perspective, Vygotsky (1978) suggests that rich development processes, can only happen when a child is interacting with peers through face-to-face play contact.  

Tost, Champagne and Meyer-Lindenberg (2015), recognises the impact a stimulating environment has on quality interaction. The Foundation Phase curriculum (2015) emphasises the importance of play and believes this plays a crucial role in meeting the developmental needs of young children. Piaget agrees but further suggests that when children learn through first-hand experiences, they lead their own learning by solving problems and taking risks which develop knowledge and understanding of the world around them. Moreover, Louv (2013) suggests that these skills can be developed more effectively within natural environments, which encourage children to think creatively, whilst becoming active learners through open spaces and materials. Pestalozzi agrees, but further suggests that with within exploratively play the use of natural resources through can be an influential factor on the quality of learning. Knight (2011) recognises the barriers that parents face when encouraging adventurous play, due to health and safety regulations, but strongly suggests that this needs to be considered in order for children to take risks and connect with the world.  Louv (2013) further explains that outdoor play supports attachment, with nature playing a crucial role in influencing the quality of parent-child relationships.  Thomas and Lewis (2016) argue that the Foundation Phase curriculum, is very limited in providing rich learning opportunities to adventurous and risky play, in comparison to the New Zealand and Reggio Emelia approach. It could be said that, this is due to practitioners not being qualified in training children on taking appropriate risks and facing challenges that are a barrier within Wales due to strict health and safety policies.

The Foundation Phase (2015) defines how play develops different areas of learning and meets the needs of young children with a cross-curricular approach. Research suggests that, to facilitate early stages of writing, practitioners need to respond to individual interests of young children, for learning to be carried out effectively. It can be said that, with boys being more physically active than girls, there is an increase in developmental outcomes in literacy with girls. It can be said, that with emergent literacy currently becoming more familiar with the use of digital devices, rather than print-based format, which could be a contributing factor to children’s inability to write or a lack of fine motor skills to support this. (Goodman (1986) in Rhyner, 2009). 

To engage boys within writing activities, due to lack of interest or concentration, this could be approached and carried out more effectively with the use of the outdoors and adventurous play, rather than a structured activity indoors (Cigman, 2014). To meet these literacy requirements, the child’s physical development needs to be considered first, because without these fine motor skills being developed, a child will be unable to hold a pencil correctly or write (Cigman, 2014). 

Moreover, adventurous play encourages a wider range of skills, with children facing real life situations and making first-hand decisions which facilitate learning. Enhancing literacy opportunities to real life situations, could be seen to be an effective way of approaching the situation, for learning to be of a better quality. The term Sustained Shared thinking could be carried out more effectively within the outdoors within these situations of risky play (Morgan and Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). As identified by Robson and Rowe (2012), child-initiated learning through play-based activities, resulted in higher levels of involvement, motivation, and cooperation with peers. Furthermore, research carried out with young children through transition from the early years to key stage one, resulted in children feeling that learning through play, increased confidence, and motivation, compared to structured and adult-initiated learning (Fisher, 2009). The Foundation Phase Curriculum (2015) emphasises the importance of careful consideration when planning for child and adult-led activities, for children to become actively involved in making decisions based on what they already know and next steps of learning. 

White (2011), express that young children need to have the opportunity to experience challenge within the outdoor environment. For young children to become aware of their limits, they need to experience and set their own personal challenges for them to learn from their mistakes and move forward at their own pace. Solly (2015) suggests that with certain activities being limited within the indoor environment, the outdoors can be an influential factor in the quality of gross motor development. Thornton and Brunton (2014) emphasises the impact guided experiences have on a child’s ability to further skills, which encourages knowledge and understanding of the world around us. Riddall-Leech (2009) agree, but further suggest that in the moment planning and open-ended play activities encourage spontaneous play, with children having limited rules or specific outcomes, but this is seen to be more effective in terms of child development. Knight (2011) elaborates on this and explains that with children interacting with the outdoors, the exploration of a variety of materials encourages learning to become unique. Selmi, Gallagher and Mora-Flores (2015) further suggests that imaginative play is an influential factor to children gaining self-awareness which results in increased confidence.

Brock (2015) explains the importance of assessing the resources which are accessible for young children. Suggesting that for children to learn effectively, any items can be used accordingly to meet a specific learning outcome. Parents who are disadvantaged by poverty, do not have to feel that they cannot support their child due to the lack of money to buy expensive toys, with positive parent-partnerships, practitioners can develop parent’s knowledge and understanding of simple techniques and materials which can be used. Wilson (2013) further states that the outdoor environment can provide endless learning opportunities, with the natural environment supporting children’s cognitive development.

Smith, Cowie and Blades (2015) emphasise the impact interaction through traditional games, can have to a child’s literacy and numeracy development. Contributing to social skills, such as communication, language, and literacy and numeracy skills. Hughes (2010) views games as a process of attachment between the child and parent. With the adult interacting within the social game, they can provide a positive platform in supporting the child in gaining an understanding of social cues, rules, taking turns and learning to cope with loss. Smith, Cowie and Blades (2015) later argues that, with the use of digital games within the home environment, there is a lack of social interaction between child and parent, where families can be disadvantaged by positive interaction which takes place by practical games. Selmi, Gallagher and Mora-Flores (2015) believe that through play situations, parents and children can build strong relationships, for children to have more chance of succeeding within early years.
To conclude, building parent partnerships has a fundamental impact on early years learning and development. It can be said that, there is a desperate need for settings to provide quality programmes, to meet the individual needs of young children and their families. With over exposure to technology, children are becoming disadvantaged by a lack of social interaction, strong parent-child relationships and a lack of play opportunities outside of the school setting. This may be due to parent’s not having the time, uneducated, or a lack of knowledge and understanding on how to interact, the benefits of play and what is expected of a positive learning environment at home. Building positive parent relationships and educating parents on the early years curriculum, plays a crucial role parents sharing the same values as practitioners, in giving the child a flying start in life to success as best as possible.
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