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To what extent do practitioners’ views of children’s competence and capability influence their practice and pedagogy within Flying Start settings?
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Introduction
High-quality pedagogy in early childhood education and care is recognised as a key factor in supporting children's learning, development, and long-term outcomes (Sylva & Siraj-Blatchford, 2004; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Eadie et al. (2024) found that the body of international research provides a compelling argument for the provision of high-quality early learning experiences in the years before school. Palaiologou (2023), however, notes that it is difficult to define 'quality' and that early childhood provision has its peculiarities, with complexities at conceptual as well as practical levels. Large-scale longitudinal research concluded that several features were common across highly effective early years settings: adults had warm, responsive relationships with children; interactions were of high quality and included Sustained Shared Thinking; settings had clear educational goals and planning; and staff held recognised early years qualifications (Sylva & Siraj-Blatchford, 2004; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).
Welsh Government (2026) refreshed their commitment to ensuring high-quality childcare for all Flying Start children by outlining their expectation, which aligns with Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) principles and National Minimum Standards for Childcare. Settings are expected to provide skilled and nurturing staff, meaningful play-based learning experiences, and safe, inclusive, and stimulating environments that support children's development, well-being, and exploration (Welsh Government, 2026). Policy frameworks and curriculum guidance provide a structure for practice, and research consistently highlights the crucial role of practitioners in interpreting and enacting pedagogy within early years settings (Sylva & Siraj-Blatchford, 2002; Kingdon & Gourd, 2013; Sim et al., 2018; Dickerson & Trodd, 2020; Giampapa & Bowen, 2025). Welsh Government (2026) outlines the idea that the quality of children's learning experiences is influenced not only by policy and curriculum expectations but also by practitioners' understandings of children, learning, and their own pedagogical role. Practitioners are central to creating the conditions in which children can learn and thrive through the provision of enabling adults, engaging experiences and effective environments (Welsh Government, 2026). Their interactions (Bruce, 2021), observations and professional judgements influence how children's interests are recognised, how learning opportunities are extended and how effectively children's agency is supported (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Arnott and Wall, 2021). Consequently, policy aspirations can only be realised through practitioners' day-to-day decision-making and practice (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022). This reflects the principles of Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022), which positions children as capable learners and emphasises the importance of responsive, developmentally appropriate pedagogy. Practitioners are therefore required not only to understand child development but also to interpret children's behaviour, interests and learning dispositions in ways that inform meaningful experiences. As Arnott and Wall (2021) suggest, supporting children's agency requires practitioners to actively listen to children's perspectives and create opportunities for them to influence their learning.
Within Wales, this issue is particularly significant as Welsh Government ECPLC promote a rights-based approach that positions children as capable, competent learners with agency in their own learning and development (Welsh Government, 2022). ECPLC includes a suite of guidance resources which aim to support practitioners in understanding how these principles can be enacted through their interactions, planning and pedagogical approaches within early years settings. The Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) forms a key element of this guidance, which encourages practitioners to recognise children's strengths, interests, and voices, moving away from deficit-oriented perspectives towards approaches that support participation, autonomy, and wellbeing (Pascal & Bertram, 2021). The Developmental Pathways within this curriculum were extended to include children aged 0-3 in 2023 (Welsh Government, 2023b). The Flying Start Childcare Guidance (Welsh Government, 2026) encourages the use of the Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) alongside the 0-3 Developmental Pathways (Welsh Government, 2023b) to support enabling adults to plan engaging experiences within effective environments. 
Recent studies indicate that practitioners' pedagogical decisions are shaped by their beliefs, values, experiences, and understandings of children and learning (Alderson, 2007; van Rooyen et al., 2015; Salamon & Harrison, 2025). These perspectives influence practitioners' understandings of children's capabilities and subsequently inform the design of learning experiences intended to support children's development. However, much of the existing research is situated within broader early years contexts and does not adequately account for the unique policy, social and curriculum landscape of Flying Start provision in Wales. As a result, the perspectives of Flying Start childcare practitioners remain underrepresented, creating a need for research that examines how pedagogy is understood and enacted within this specific setting. Flying Start is a flagship early intervention programme (Welsh Government, 2026) which targets families in areas of relative disadvantage and provides a distinctive context which may shape a practitioner’s understanding of children and pedagogy (More & Proyer, 2025). Exploring practitioners' views is therefore essential for understanding how pedagogical principles are interpreted and enacted in practice.
The vision for this research is to inform a professional learning offer that challenges deficit narratives and supports practitioners to embrace pedagogies aligned with the ethos of Flying Start Childcare Guidance (Welsh Government, 2026) and A Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) where children are trusted as confident, curious, capable learners with agency (Bennett & Pascal, 2020; Pascal & Bertram, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022). By investigating the relationship between practitioners' views of children and their pedagogical approaches, this study seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of early years practice within Flying Start provision (Burchinal et al., 2010; Sylva & Siraj-Blatchford, 2002). The findings have the potential to inform reflective practice, professional development, and future research, while offering insights that may support the continued development of high-quality pedagogy in early childhood education in Wales (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023b).
Abstract
This study explored whether early years practitioners’ views of children’s competence and capability influenced their practice, interactions with children and their pedagogy within Flying Start settings in Wales. This notion is supported by existing research that positions children as competent and capable learners (Malaguzzi, 1993; Wood, 2014) and highlights the central role of pedagogy in shaping early years experiences (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). 
The research aimed to examine how practitioners’ constructions of young children shaped the environments, resources, and interactions provided. It also considered the role of professional development in supporting more strengths-based perspectives. A pilot qualitative design was used, using semi-structured interviews with practitioners to gather insights about their beliefs and practices. The findings indicated that the practitioners' perceptions of children’s capabilities could influence both the setting environment and the quality of adult–child interactions. This study also contributes new knowledge by providing empirical insight into how these beliefs are enacted specifically within Flying Start settings in Wales, an area which is currently under-researched. There were variations in how practitioners discussed their practice which may be linked to differing levels of professional understanding. This suggests that policy aspirations are not consistently realised in practice. The study concluded that targeted professional learning could support more effective, child-centred pedagogy and offered an evidence-informed basis for a larger-scale project to strengthen early years provision.
Literature review
Views of childhood have changed significantly over time. Traditional developmental perspectives often positioned children as passive recipients of adult knowledge, whereas more recent approaches recognise children as active participants in their own learning and development (James, Jenks & Prout, 1998; Corsaro, 2018). This shift has influenced early years policy, curriculum development and pedagogy and has led to greater consideration of how practitioners' beliefs about children shape the experiences and opportunities they provide (Athey, 2007). As a result, concepts such as agency (Baker et al, 2021), participation (Hildebrandt et al, 2026), competence (Lahmann, 2022) and child-centred learning (Ha, Lien and Hang, 2025) have become increasingly important within discussions of high-quality early years practice (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2013; Rogoff, 2003).
These principles are reflected within early years policy in Wales, particularly through the Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) and Flying Start Childcare Guidance (Welsh Government, 2026). These recent policies (Welsh Government, 2022 and Welsh Government, 2026) position children as capable, confident learners and emphasise agency, autonomy and learning through play and experience. They strongly promote a strengths-based view of children and encourage practitioners to recognise children as capable of making choices, expressing preferences and contributing to their own learning. This has important implications for practitioners because their views of children influence the environments they create, the interactions they value and the pedagogical approaches they adopt (Colognesi et al., 2024)
It is particularly important within Flying Start to explore how practitioners understand and enact these principles. Welsh Government (2026) clearly outlines that high-quality childcare is crucial in giving young children the chance to learn, explore and grow through play, and the enabling adults view each child as confident, capable and curious (Welsh Government, 2022). This review therefore examines the literature relating to constructions of children as capable and competent learners and considers how these perspectives influence pedagogy within the Welsh context
Constructions of the Child as Capable and Competent
Contemporary early years policy in Wales positions children as capable and competent learners who actively construct their own understanding of the world. This agentic view is grounded in socio-cultural and constructivist perspectives, which emphasise children’s autonomy, voice, and participation in meaning-making (Rogoff, 2003; Corsaro, 2018).  Tina Bruce (2021) describes Friedrich Froebel as the founder of the kindergarten movement, while more recent interpretations suggest that Froebel's ideas significantly influenced Loris Malaguzzi and the development of the Reggio Emilia approach (Ryan, 2025). Both perspectives position children as capable, competent and active participants in their own learning rather than passive recipients of adult instruction (Malaguzzi, 1993). This conceptualisation continues to underpin contemporary early childhood theory, with the image of the child viewed as central to pedagogical decision-making and the construction of learning environments (Waters-Davies & MacDonald, 2022; Haynes & Patti, 2022). Such perspectives challenge deficit-oriented views of childhood and instead recognise children as active contributors to knowledge, relationships and culture (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2013; Iorio & Yelland, 2021). Yelland (2021) further argues that there are opportunities now to create ‘new learning scenarios that build on a vision of the child as a capable citizen of the now’. In Wales, these principles are reflected in A Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) through its aspiration to develop “ambitious, capable learners” and its emphasis on experiential, play-based learning that supports children's agency and participation in their own development (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Implications for Early Years Practice and Pedagogy
This understanding of the child has significant implications for early years pedagogy, as practitioners' beliefs influence the environments they create, the opportunities they provide, and the nature of their interactions with children(Colognesi et al., 2024). Research suggests that practitioners who view children as capable and competent are more likely to adopt responsive, inquiry-based and child-centred approaches that foster participation, problem-solving and higher-order thinking (Waters-Davies & MacDonald, 2022; NAEYC, 2020). 
However, in contrast, more deficit constructions of children can lead to more directive pedagogies that restrict opportunities for exploration, autonomy and decision-making (Waters-Davies & MacDonald, 2022). Pedagogy in early childhood is therefore not neutral but is closely tied to practitioners’ underlying assumptions about children and learning (Bruce, 2011). This highlights the importance of professional knowledge in shaping high-quality early years provision. (Haynes & Patti, 2022). 
As a result, professional knowledge and critical reflection are essential in supporting practitioners to recognise and build upon children's competencies, ensuring that pedagogical approaches align with contemporary understandings of children as capable, resourceful and active learners (Waters-Davies & MacDonald, 2022; Iorio & Yelland, 2021).
Flying Start is the Welsh Government's flagship early years programme, targeting children under four living in areas of socio-economic disadvantage through the provision of high-quality part-time childcare, enhanced health visiting, parenting support, and speech, language and communication services (Welsh Government, 2015). The programme reflects the principles of a Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022), promoting child-centred, play-based learning and recognising children as active participants in their own learning. Arnott and Wall (2021) argue that supporting children's agency requires practitioners to create opportunities for children to influence and shape their learning experiences.
Recent evaluation findings indicate that Flying Start has had positive impacts on children's communication, confidence, social skills, independence and readiness for school, with families valuing both the quality of childcare and the relationships developed with practitioners (Welsh Government, 2026b). The evaluation also identified the integrated nature of the programme as a key strength, highlighting the benefits of combining childcare with wider family support services (Welsh Government, 2026b). 
As Flying Start continues to expand across Wales, an ongoing research project led by Cardiff University is evaluating its impact on children's educational and health outcomes, maternal outcomes, access to early intervention services and potential inequalities in programme effectiveness (Moore et al., 2025). The project aims to address a recognised gap in the evidence base surrounding large-scale early years interventions. 
While policy presents a clear commitment to an agentic image of the child, research with Flying Start practitioners suggests that there can be variation in how these principles are enacted in practice, particularly in relation to practitioners' training and professional understanding (Waters-Davies and MacDonald, 2022). This highlights the importance of exploring practitioners' perspectives, as their beliefs and knowledge influence how policy is translated into everyday practice.
Schema Theory and Pedagogical Understanding
The Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (WG, 2022) identifies key pedagogical approaches to support young children’s learning, including schema theory. Schema theory (Piaget, 1952) conceptualises children’s repeated patterns of behaviour as evidence of underlying cognitive structures (Athey, 2007). When practitioners recognise and support schematic play effectively, it enables them to interpret these behaviours as meaningful learning processes, rather than incidental or repetitive actions (Louis, 2024). This requires a shift from viewing behaviour as something to manage, towards understanding it as something to interpret pedagogically. Nutbrown (2011) argues that practitioners who develop this understanding of schemas are better equipped to support sustained shared thinking and extend children’s learning. Similarly, Arnold (2010) highlights that knowledge of schemas allows practitioners to plan more effectively and respond in ways that deepen engagement. Schema theory provides a practical example of how beliefs about children’s competence directly inform pedagogical decision-making (Louis, 2025). England (2025) also points out that when practitioners can identify these patterns of play, they can recognise that the child is deeply engaged in an important learning process. This frames schematic play as a way of children showing their competency, and practitioners who plan for schematic play provide opportunities for children to be agentic and make choices about where and how they would like to play (Arnold, 2022). 
Attachment theory and the value of relationships
Attachment theory highlights the importance of secure relationships in supporting young children's confidence, wellbeing and willingness to explore (Bowlby, 1969, 1988). This connection between attachment and exploration is central to the Circle of Security approach, which describes the adult as both a secure base from which the child can explore and a safe haven to which they can return for comfort and reassurance (Cooper et al., 2009; Marvin et al., 2002). Rather than limiting independence, secure relationships provide the foundation that allows children to take risks, try new experiences and explore their environment with confidence.
When adults remain emotionally available while giving children opportunities to explore, children are better able to make choices, follow their own interests and develop a sense of agency. Through these experiences, children begin to see themselves as capable and active participants in their own learning (Rogoff, 2003). Recent early childhood literature continues to emphasise the importance of secure, respectful and reciprocal relationships, highlighting how these interactions support children's participation, independent discovery and decision-making (AERO, 2023). A recent meta-analysis of literature by Liu et al. (2026) found that preschoolers with stronger social and emotional competence tended to have better early academic skills, highlighting the importance of promoting emotion understanding, emotional awareness, and self-regulation in early childhood education programs. Similarly, research on Early Relational Health suggests that nurturing relationships are not simply supportive of development but play a key role in helping children develop confidence, competence and a sense of belonging within their environments (Li and Ramirez, 2023). 
Within early years settings, these ideas are reflected in attachment-informed approaches such as the key person system, where practitioners develop strong relationships with children and families (Elfer et al., 2012). When practitioners know children well and respond sensitively to their individual needs, children are more likely to demonstrate confidence, autonomy and engagement in learning (Page, 2018; Huber et al., 2018). Attachment theory therefore suggests that independence develops not in the absence of adults, but through secure and trusting relationships with them.
This body of literature highlights a strong theoretical and policy commitment to viewing children as capable and competent, alongside evidence that practitioners’ beliefs play a crucial role in shaping pedagogical practice. However, there remains a gap in understanding how these perspectives are interpreted and enacted within specific contexts such as Flying Start settings in Wales. There has been limited research to date which has explored how practitioners’ constructions of children influence the planning and provision of learning environments, interactions, and the application of pedagogical approaches such as schema theory. This study therefore seeks to address this gap by examining how early years practitioners’ views of children’s competence and capability inform their practice, and by considering the extent to which professional development supports the adoption of more agentic, child-centred approaches.
 Research design
This study adopted a qualitative descriptive design (Hall & Liebenberg, 2024) situated within a pragmatic paradigm, which prioritises the generation of knowledge that is useful for understanding and addressing practice-based issues (Sorrell, 2013). As a pilot study, its primary purpose was to explore the suitability of semi-structured interviews as a data collection method and to gain preliminary insight into childcare practitioners' views of young children within Flying Start settings.
A qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the research seeks to understand practitioners' perceptions, beliefs, and experiences, which are socially constructed and best explored through rich, descriptive accounts rather than quantitative measures (Mukherji & Albon, 2022). Semi-structured interviews were selected as they provide a balance between consistency and flexibility, enabling key topics to be explored while allowing participants to elaborate on issues that are meaningful to them. This approach has been successfully used in early years research to investigate practitioners' understandings of children's participation, learning, and development (Waters Davies et al., 2023). Semi‑structured interviews are particularly well‑suited to this study because they enable the exploration of practitioners’ perceptions, beliefs, and experiences in depth while still maintaining enough structure to align with the research aims. Roberts (2023) also utilised interviews to access the nuances of practitioner thinking, highlighting the suitability of interviews for capturing practitioner voice within early years practice. Semi‑structured interviews offer researchers the opportunity to gather rich, detailed, and context‑specific data, making them more powerful than structured formats for understanding practitioners’ reasoning and professional judgement (Ruslin et al., 2022). Magaldi & Berler (2020) also recognise that semi‑structured interviews are appropriate when studying subjective experiences and professional reasoning which are central to this study into deficit views and practitioner conceptions of children’s capability. 
The pilot involved purposive sampling of three childcare practitioners working within a Flying Start setting. Purposive sampling was selected because the participants possessed direct experience of working with young children in the context being explored and were therefore well positioned to provide relevant insights. Given the exploratory nature of a pilot study, the intention was not to produce findings that are generalisable to the wider Flying Start workforce, but rather to generate preliminary data and evaluate the effectiveness of the interview schedule and research procedures. Data was generated through semi‑structured interviews, a method valued for its balance of structure and flexibility, enabling exploration of complex professional beliefs while maintaining consistency across interviews (Mukherji & Albon, 2022). 
Ethical considerations were central to the study design. Participants received information about the purpose of the research and provided informed consent prior to participation. They were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage without consequence. Given the researcher’s dual role as Advisory Teacher and Responsible Individual (RI), reflexivity was maintained throughout the study to consider the potential influence of existing professional relationships on data collection, interpretation and participant responses. Interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed, checked for accuracy and anonymised by removing identifiable details and assigning unique identifiers. Data was stored securely in accordance with data protection requirements. To enhance trustworthiness, a consistent interview schedule was used across all interviews while allowing opportunities for probing and clarification. Audio-recording and verbatim transcription helped ensure an accurate representation of participants' views. As this was a small-scale pilot study involving only three participants from a single setting, the findings should be viewed as tentative and exploratory. However, the study provides valuable insight into the feasibility of the research approach and highlights areas for refinement in preparation for a larger-scale study.
Thematic Analysis of Semi-Structured Interviews 
The three semi-structured interview transcripts were analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2006; 2021) reflexive thematic analysis framework. This method was selected due to its flexibility and suitability for exploring staff experiences, perspectives, and practices within early years and targeted childcare settings. 
Thematic analysis was selected as it is well suited to exploring practitioner experiences within Flying Start, enabling a rich understanding of how policy, pedagogy and family engagement are interpreted in practice (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Transcripts were read and re-read alongside audio recordings to support familiarisation with the data and ensure accuracy. Initial coding was conducted at both semantic and latent levels, with purposeful over-coding used to capture potentially significant nuances. Codes focused on practitioner perspectives of children's capabilities, decision-making, professional roles, relationships, learning and approaches to supporting development.
Codes were then organised into broader themes by identifying patterns across participant accounts. For example, codes relating to choice-making, independence, risk-taking and participation were combined within a theme of children's agency and competence, while codes relating to practitioner responsiveness, key worker relationships and confidence-building were grouped under the role of the enabling adult.
Themes were reviewed and refined through an iterative process, ensuring they remained grounded in participants' accounts and accurately reflected the meanings conveyed within the data. Attention was given to practitioners' language to minimise the imposition of external interpretations. This approach aligns with research concerned with how understandings of children are constructed through everyday practice and discourse, and how these shape pedagogical approaches within Flying Start settings (Deacon, 2006; MacNaughton, 2005; Ball, 2013; Gunn, 2019).
The final themes reflected recurring patterns across the interviews while recognising variation and complexity within individual accounts. Throughout the analysis, a reflexive stance was maintained, acknowledging the researcher's role in interpreting and constructing meaning from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The findings should be considered within the context of the researcher's dual role as both researcher and Responsible Individual for the setting. While established relationships may have supported openness during interviews, there was also the potential for perceived power imbalances to influence participants' responses. Efforts were made to mitigate this through assurances of confidentiality, voluntary participation and the separation of research activities from management responsibilities (BERA, 2024; Bell & Waters, 2024).
Findings 
Theme 1: Children as competent, capable and agentic learners
"They're out there really. They don't need you so much. They can make their own choices, and they've got their own thoughts and opinions." 
Across all interviews, practitioners consistently described children as capable learners who actively participate in their own development. Children were viewed as able to make choices, solve problems, take appropriate risks, and communicate their preferences, regardless of age, stage of development, or verbal ability.
Practitioners recognised that agency and ability to make choices were not dependent on spoken language. Participants provided examples of non-verbal children communicating their interests and intentions through gestures, actions, and movement. Children's competence was also closely linked to wellbeing, confidence, and feelings of security. This suggests that all areas of child development are considered and not just traditional ‘academic’ capability.
This theme reflects a strong alignment with Curriculum for Wales and Flying Start principles, which position children as active participants in their own learning rather than passive recipients of adult knowledge.
Theme 2: Negotiating choice, independence and adult intervention
"I follow his lead throughout the day." 
"I'm a lot better at stepping back and watching and seeing if they can do it." 
Although practitioners shared that they valued child-led learning, they described a continual process of balancing children's independence with adult responsibility. Participants emphasised the importance of allowing children time and space to explore, problem-solve, and make decisions independently. However, they also acknowledged that knowing when to intervene required professional judgement.
Two practitioners reflected on resisting the instinct to "fix" problems for children and instead allowing them opportunities to experience challenge and develop resilience. Decisions about intervention were influenced by factors such as safety, emotional wellbeing, and individual children's needs.
The notion of resistance emerged throughout this theme, as practitioners described consciously resisting traditional adult-led approaches in favour of practices that promoted children's autonomy. However, this was not always straightforward and often required reflection and professional restraint.
Theme 3: Relationships as the foundation for all learning and development
"Children build up those relationships with the staff members to make themselves feel safe in that environment." 
"I think it is important for the children to have that safe foundation there, to be able to flourish and grow." 
Strong relationships emerged as a central feature of practitioners' pedagogy. Participants repeatedly emphasised the importance of knowing children well, understanding their individual needs, and developing secure attachments through responsive interactions.
Practitioners described how children used trusted adults as a secure base from which to explore their environment. Regular "check-ins" with key workers were viewed as supporting confidence, emotional security, and independence. Rather than seeing adult support and child agency as competing concepts, practitioners viewed them as interconnected, with secure relationships enabling children to become more confident learners.
This theme suggests that practitioners perceive relationships as underpinning all aspects of children's learning and development.
Theme 4: Developing professional understanding through reflection and learning
"The training has helped me recognise the importance of what they are doing." 
"What's changed then? I think the training that we've had." 
Practitioners identified professional learning as an important influence on their practice and understanding of children. Participants described changes in how they observed, interpreted, and responded to children's behaviour over time. Several reflected that they now "notice things differently" as a result of training and professional development opportunities.
Schema theory provided a clear example of this. While all practitioners recognised recurring and repeated patterns within children's play, some demonstrated a more explicit theoretical understanding of schemas and used this knowledge to inform planning and provision. Others relied more heavily on experience and intuition, despite responding to similar behaviours in practice.
This theme suggests that professional learning can play an important role in shaping practitioners' views of children and supporting pedagogical approaches that recognise children's competence, agency, and interests.
Discussion
This study set out to explore how early years practitioners’ views of children as competent and capable shape their practice within Flying Start settings. The findings suggest a strong alignment between practitioners' stated beliefs and child-centred pedagogical approaches. 
The practitioners reported that they positioned children as active, independent and agentic learners. This reflects wider policy and theoretical perspectives within Wales, which emphasise children as capable learners who construct their own understanding through play and experience (Welsh Government, 2022; Malaguzzi, 1993). It also chimes with a theory shared by Louis (2025b) that practitioners should always trust a child has the best intentions. Children were seen as able to explore their environment and make choices without needing constant adult direction. For example, one practitioner commented that children “don’t so much need an adult with them a lot,” while another described them as learners who “master age-appropriate skills” and “take risks”. 
A key strength identified in the findings is the extent to which practitioners appear to embed these beliefs in their day-to-day practice. Child-led learning, plenty of opportunities for choice, and the use of open-ended resources were described across all settings.  Practitioners described creating environments where children could make choices about what they do, where they go, what they play with and how they play. One participant explained that “children choose what they want to do… what they want to play with,” while another described planning as being based on children’s interests to “enhance their decision making.” Similarly, Arnott and Wall (2021) argue that recognising children's agency enables practitioners to create environments where children's interests, choices and perspectives meaningfully influence their learning experiences.
Practitioners also recognised that even very young or non-verbal children make choices. For example, one practitioner described how a child would “bring me by my hand and… point to which one that he wants,” showing how communication and decision-making are not limited to speech. This aligns with existing research (Athey, 2007) which highlights the connection between practitioners’ beliefs and the quality of pedagogical experiences, particularly in relation to sustained shared thinking and child-led approaches (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). In this sense, the findings indicate a positive alignment between policy, theory and practice within the studied contexts.
Another important aspect of the findings is the central role of relationships. While children were positioned as independent learners, their competence was consistently described as being supported by secure attachments and strong practitioner knowledge of the child. Practitioners were clear that adults still play an essential role. This role was often described as an “enabling” one, where practitioners follow the child’s lead rather than direct them. As one participant said, “I follow his lead throughout the day.” Relationships were a key part of this. Practitioners talked about the importance of children having a secure bond with a key worker and described how children often returned to adults for reassurance before continuing to explore. These “coming in” moments were seen as supporting children’s confidence and independence. Practitioners talked about recent and ongoing attachment training they had received, which also supported them to 'allow children to explore'. This attachment-informed approach encourages practitioners to serve both as a secure base when the child has exploration needs and ‘a safe haven’ when the child has attachment needs (Huber et al., 2018). All three practitioners talked about 'being the hands' when the child was exploring. This chimes with the findings of Huber et al (2018), who found that providing a secure base enables the child to best meet their learning potential, develop skills, and build a sense of their own autonomy. Participants repeatedly referred to the importance of secure relationships, describing how they "know the children inside out" and provide a "safe foundation" from which children can "flourish and grow". These findings reflect attachment theory, which emphasises the importance of secure relationships in supporting children's confidence and exploration (Bowlby, 1988). They also align with research highlighting the role of emotionally responsive key person relationships in promoting wellbeing, belonging and learning (Page, 2018). It's worth noticing the overlap here with Theme Four, which recognises the importance of professional learning for practitioners and the benefit of developing a shared professional understanding, with language contributing to consistent practice across the agency being important to practitioners (Silverman & Sadowski, 2025)
Practitioners also highlighted the importance of really knowing each child. One noted, “you know the children… what sets them off,” showing how this knowledge supports how they respond and interact. This aligns with socio-cultural perspectives, which view learning as socially situated and co-constructed through interaction (Rogoff, 2003). It also reinforces the importance of the “enabling adult,” who creates the conditions for children to act independently rather than directing their learning. 
However, there were some important nuances. While practitioners shared similar values, there was variation in how confidently and explicitly they were able to articulate the reasoning behind their practice. This was particularly evident in relation to schema theory (Piaget, 1952; Athey, 2007), where there was noticeable variation in how practitioners understood it. One practitioner spoke confidently about schemas and explained how they used them to inform planning, particularly noticing patterns like “pouring, filling and transporting.” Other practitioners described similar behaviours but did not use the language of schemas. Instead, these behaviours were described more generally as interests or exploration. This suggests that while many practitioners are responding to schematic play in practice, not all are doing so with a clear understanding of the theory. Where schemas were explicitly understood, practitioners seemed more confident in explaining what they were doing and why. Where this understanding was less explicit, practitioners relied more on experience and intuition. Although practitioners were clearly responding to schematic behaviours, not all were able to identify or name these patterns. This suggests that practice may at times be intuitive rather than explicitly theory-informed. This reflects the literature, which suggests that practitioners often recognise and respond to schemas through their observations of children, even when they are less familiar with the theoretical language associated with them (Athey, 2007; Arnold, 2015). Nutbrown (2011) highlights the importance of understanding schemas as a way of making sense of children's actions and interests, enabling practitioners to support learning more effectively. The findings from this study suggest that practitioners' experience and knowledge of individual children may guide their responses to schematic behaviour, but a stronger understanding of schema theory could help them to explain and justify their practice with greater confidence. This distinction between what practitioners do and how they understand or explain their practice is important, as it has implications for reflective practice and ongoing professional development (Urban, 2008).
The findings also highlight the complexity of implementing child-centred pedagogy in practice. Practitioners described the challenge of balancing independence with appropriate adult intervention, often needing to consciously “step back” despite instinctively wanting to step in. They also described how challenging it can be to get the balance right between stepping back and stepping in. Many spoke about holding back to allow children time to problem-solve. For example, one said, “I do like to stand back… to see what they can and can’t do,” while another reflected, “I don’t want to step in too early.” However, this did not always come naturally. One practitioner admitted, “I’m a fixer… I’ve got to take a step back,” highlighting the tension between instinct and intention. Decisions about when to intervene depended on the child, the situation and safety considerations. For instance, one practitioner described staying close while a child climbed, but not interfering: “I stayed by the side… but I didn’t stop her.” This supports Wood’s (2014) argument that play-based and child-led approaches are not without tension and require ongoing professional judgement. It also reinforces the idea that high-quality early years pedagogy is not simply about providing opportunities for choice, but about making informed, responsive decisions in the moment (Fisher, 2016).
These findings suggest that Flying Start practitioners value children’s competence and agency and that they largely share a strong belief in children as capable, independent and active learners. This is reflected in child-led approaches, effective environments and a strong focus on relationships. However, the variation in theoretical understanding indicates an area for development. There were differences in how practitioners explained and understood their practice, particularly in relation to schema theory. While effective practice was evident across the settings, not all practitioners had the same level of confidence or language to describe what they were doing. Strengthening practitioners’ knowledge and confidence in articulating their practice could support deeper reflection and more consistent application of child-centred approaches. This suggests that professional knowledge plays an important role not just in shaping practice, but in helping practitioners to reflect on, explain and develop it further.
In this sense, the study contributes to the existing literature by highlighting that while child-centred practice may be widely embedded, the extent to which it is underpinned by explicit theoretical knowledge varies. This has implications for professional learning, suggesting a need to move beyond promoting particular approaches towards supporting practitioners to understand the “why” behind what they do (Education Endowment Foundation, 2023). Developing a shared pedagogical language may enhance both practice and practitioners’ ability to evaluate and justify their decisions, and strengthening theory-informed practice could support more consistent implementation of child-centred pedagogy across Flying Start settings (Bird, Paterson-O’Kane and Elliott, 2025). 
Finally, as a pilot study, these findings provide an initial insight into practice within Flying Start settings and highlight the value of further research at a larger scale. Expanding this work could explore how widespread these patterns are, and how professional development can be used effectively to support both practice and practitioner confidence.
Conclusion
This study explored how early years practitioners’ views of children as competent and capable shape their practice within Flying Start settings. The findings indicate a strong commitment to child-centred approaches, with practitioners consistently supporting children’s independence, decision-making, and active participation in learning. These practices align closely with Welsh policy and reflect a shared understanding of children as agentic learners. However, the study also identified variation in how practitioners understood and articulated their practice, particularly in relation to schema theory and pedagogical reasoning. While effective approaches were evident, not all practitioners were able to clearly explain the theoretical basis underpinning their decisions. This highlights an important distinction between practice and professional understanding.
This study has a few limitations that are important to recognise. To begin with, the sample size is small, which means the findings cannot easily be generalised beyond this specific context although the next stage of the action research will involve an additional setting, more practitioners and further methods of data collection. The researcher's dual role as the Responsible Individual (RI) may also have shaped the way participants responded. This dynamic could possibly have created subtle pressure to present themself positively, increasing the chance of social desirability bias. Such influences highlight the importance of ongoing researcher reflexivity throughout the process (Mawson et al, 2025; Braun & Clarke, 2021). Another limitation is that the study relied on self‑reported data gathered through semi‑structured interviews. This data may have been influenced by how participants wish to be perceived, potentially leading them to describe their practice more favourably. This challenge is widely recognised in interview‑based research and highlights the need for careful, reflexive interpretation of participants’ accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). 
Finally, pilot studies always carry a risk of influencing or ‘contaminating’ participants’ behaviour if they later take part in the main study (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001). However, that risk is reduced because this pilot forms part of an iterative action research cycle. Learning and adaptation are built into the methodology, meaning that insights from this stage are expected to inform the next steps (Robson & McCartan, 2016). By combining semi-structured interviews with a transparent and reflexive attention to positionality (Mawson et al., 2025), this study aimed to deliver credible, meaningful findings that are proportionate for a pilot study and provide a robust foundation for the next action‑research stage (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001).
Reliability in this pilot was ensured through methodological consistency. A single, standardised interview guide was used so all participants received the same questions. An audit trail was kept to document how interpretations were developed, supporting transparency and grounding findings in the dataset rather than researcher bias (Nowell et al., 2017). This pilot phase will also support the researcher to refine questions and interview procedures (Fereday and Muir Cochrane, 2006).
The findings suggest that targeted professional development could play a key role in strengthening practitioners’ confidence, supporting deeper reflection, and promoting a more consistent shared language around early years pedagogy. As a pilot study, this research provides valuable insight into practice within Flying Start settings and offers a foundation for further, larger-scale investigation. Future research could build on these findings to explore how professional learning can best support both practice and practitioner understanding across the sector.
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