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The purpose of this book is to provide information and guidance about identifying and sup-
porting children’s additional needs in relation to their learning. The book can be used in a
variety of ways depending on the situation and previous experience of the reader. It is arranged
in eight chapters with an outline and summary of key points for each chapter. The intended
audience for the book includes adults working in day nurseries, schools, pre-schools, nursery
classes and toddler groups. The terminology used is a deliberate attempt to be inclusive; there-
fore, any adult working with children is referred to as a ‘practitioner’ and ‘setting’ is used to
include all of these situations. 

In terms of maximum impact on everyday practice, the ideal would be for the text and sug-
gested good practice to be explored by a whole-staff group at the same time. But the experience
of working through the suggestions in any group will increase confidence and enable individu-
als to influence the practice positively in their setting. For an individual, the book will provide
reinforcement of good practice and prompts to reflect on current experience in any setting. The
book can be used for reference, to dip into particular chapters as appropriate or to work
through from beginning to end.

The suggested good practice can be used to facilitate group discussion and learning, or to
prompt and develop personal reflection. The focus throughout the book is to identify and
increase the frequency of observable good practice. The ultimate evidence of the understanding
of the information contained in the chapters is that it informs the individual day-to-day prac-
tice of the practitioner. This cannot help but lead to improved experience for each child. This
involves taking time to consider how we feel and what influences our reactions to specific situa-
tions. If this is done in a reflective and problem-solving way, it can lead to useful insight which
can improve our practice. It does not, however, provide factual knowledge about what someone
else is thinking or reasons for their actions. We must be prepared to amend our hypothesis in
the light of further experience.

Ultimately, the book is a learning tool to be used flexibly to suit a particular situation.
Remember that learning takes place best in relaxed and happy conditions, both for adults and
for children, so I hope your experience of the book is also enjoyable!
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1

Early identification

What do we mean by early identification?

Early identification and early intervention for children with additional or special needs are
talked about a lot these days, but I’m not sure we are always clear about what we mean by either
phrase. In order to help all children make the most of their learning opportunities it is the role
of the adults who care for them to look for ways to help make it easier for them to make sense
of the world around them. In the first instance, at home parents care for, spend time with and
provide interesting activities for children. These activities of talking to babies, showing them
toys, tuning in to their needs, likes and dislikes are very important in supporting future learn-
ing. Parents are the adults who know individual children best and are their first educators. All
children develop at different rates and in different ways. For example, we don’t all walk or talk
at the same age. However, generally speaking there are stages of development which roughly
map out a child’s progress in those early years. The Birth to Three Framework (Sure Start, 2002)
gives good indications of the developmental progress of young children. All practitioners work-
ing in day nurseries and pre-schools will also have their training in child development to guide
their view of children’s development. As well as this general knowledge it is important that we
use our knowledge of the individual child to identify progress and ways to help. One of the best
ways to make sure that this view is accurate for each child we are working with is to share our
evidence and thoughts with parents from day one of our involvement with the child. By work-
ing alongside parents from day one we gradually build up a picture together of the children as
individuals and personalities. We can then plan together to use the children’s developing inter-
ests and skills to help them explore and learn from the environment around them. 

CHAPTER 1

Working in partnership with parents is something which needs to be worked at and

continually developed as a two-way relationship. Observation and assessment

procedures can be used effectively to meet all children’s needs. Using structured ‘can

do’ statements can provide a positive starting point for realistic target setting. The adult

role is crucial and needs to be planned for in as much detail as the next steps.
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To enable this positive and proactive relationship with parents it is useful to review the infor-
mation we provide for parents before their child joins us. Whatever we provide leads the
parents to have expectations of what we can offer to them and their child as well as the way we
will react to both them and their child. Sometimes it is helpful to decide as a staff group what
impression you would like to make on parents during that first communication. Once you have
agreed your priorities you can then improve your current information and contact with parents
by focusing on how to communicate your priorities. Every opportunity you can find to get feed-
back from parents, both those who go on to place their child with you and those who decide
not to, will help you to ensure that your setting is welcoming to your local community. Inviting
parents into your setting for a variety of reasons and at a variety of times will help to keep you
in touch with their views about your setting and support the continuation of positive relation-
ships. It is such a powerful message for children to see their parents and caregivers from the
setting working and communicating together in a positive way.

This establishment of an open, positive relationship with parents which is developed through
mutual care and interest in the child is the most supportive context for a child’s learning and
development. In the context of this relationship it is possible to celebrate achievements, iden-
tify next steps for learning and share evidence of achievement. You may not always agree on
every issue, but you have a context in which to have a professional and purposeful discussion
with the mutual goal of the child’s best interests at the centre of the relationship. 

Good practice in early years settings is based on observation, assessment and planning for chil-
dren’s learning experiences. Good practitioners are able to evidence children’s current learning
and to link this evidence with planning for the child’s next steps in learning. Clear systems are
in place to document the observations for individual children and the ways in which their
learning experiences are being supported. Sharing this information and talking through how
and why decisions have been made ensures that parents have confidence in the practitioners
caring for their child. It also helps to link opportunities for learning at home with current next
steps in the setting. Sharing information about the child’s responses to situations, new toys,
relationships, etc. at home and at the setting can help parents and practitioners to celebrate and
problem solve together as appropriate. In order to make this effective the routines in the setting
need to be flexible enough to provide place and time for sharing information, ideas and con-
cerns. Making such discussions a regular and frequent part of the child’s and parents’ experience
of your setting helps to confirm confidence in the fact that everyone is working together for the
child’s best interests and that even if things are not going as smoothly as we would like, we can
work together to suggest and try different ways to help.

As information about the child’s achievements and development builds up, a pattern will begin
to emerge about the personality and likes and dislikes the child has in a variety of contexts. This
will build from special toys, music, ways of being cuddled as a baby through to ways in which
the child communicates their needs and wants. Finding out about the child’s communication
and being able to identify their needs quickly and effectively will help to ensure that the child
will feel secure and relaxed with you. Checking out this information and sharing this knowl-
edge and understanding with colleagues makes sure that everyone has the opportunity to
respond consistently and supportively to the child even if their keyworker is not present. 

IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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From this bank of knowledge and information, the adults involved will begin to predict how
children will react in certain situations. They will develop shared expectations of what children
will like as an activity, preferred ways of communicating if they don’t want something and who
they will like to be with at a particular time.

There is sometimes a feeling that if we don’t voice our concern about a child’s progress, then we
won’t need to do anything about it; if it is that important, someone else will do something
about it. This view usually comes from either uncertainty about what to do or fear and anxiety
about the reaction we may get from parents. The easiest ways to counteract these barriers are to
have frequent conversations with colleagues about different concerns which are identified, clar-
ify the procedures in the setting which need to be followed if you have a concern, and most
importantly to attend local training. By attending local training as an individual you will
become more confident and knowledgeable about the local support and advice which is avail-
able and how this support can be accessed. 

The fear and anxiety which is experienced by practitioners with regards to talking to parents
about concerns relating to children’s progress can be broken down on an individual and setting
level. On an individual level it is a significant part of our role in caring for children to establish
and maintain positive relationships with all parents. Inevitably there will be some parents with
whom we find this easier than with others but by taking on the professional role of working in
childcare we must accept the responsibility to take the lead in the relationship with parents, for
the benefit of the children in our care. The characteristics of this relationship are crucial and
need to be regularly reviewed with opportunity for feedback from parents about ways in which
we can improve. To be effective the relationship needs to be based on professional priorities.
Being friends might make things easier on a day-to-day basis but can mean that we find it
harder to initiate more difficult conversations. The relationship needs to be explicitly two way:
parents can bring concerns to us as well as us sharing concerns with them. The ideal is to have

1 ■ EARLY IDENTIFICATION
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Which of your children prefer to learn outside?
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clear opportunities for extended discussion in an appropriate place, with the professional set-
ting the tone of a joint problem-solving approach to the discussion. Basic things which can
help to build this context and relationships with parents are to:

� ask current parents for feedback about their first experiences of the setting

� ask for suggestions of ways to make the setting information more accessible

� check that the first contacts with parents invite further discussion and
involvement

� check through the year’s events in the setting calendar and have parents and
families identify ways in which they could be more involved

� discuss with staff concerns and anxieties about talking to parents, identifying
ways in which these can be addressed either through training, mentoring or
changes in setting practice

� identify what you consider to be good practice in relationships with parents and
families, sharing this with parents and asking for feedback and suggestions
about ways to improve and make the experience more consistent

� review the ways in which building positive relationships with parents is
included in your induction for new members of the staff team

� review as a staff team everyone’s expectations of individual responsibilities in
working in partnership with parents and families.

The starting point for some of these discussions with staff could be to consider that every rela-
tionship with parents and families should begin with the expectation that at some point in the
future there will be a need for a difficult conversation. If we start out thinking everything is
always going to go smoothly, we often begin to make assumptions about how others think
which are based on very little real information. These assumptions then become a reason for
not keeping parents involved, for example thinking parents don’t have time to talk, don’t want
to talk, don’t spend enough time with their children, don’t know enough about their children,
have an unrealistic view of their children. These assumptions are often ‘don’t’ or ‘can’t’ phrases
and tend to be statements which enhance our own role by implication: where parents can’t or
don’t we think we can and do. If these assumptions begin to characterise discussion in the set-
ting about parents generally or individually, this is a danger sign that our relationships are not
being maintained in an effective way. Trying to see things from a parent’s perspective can be
very difficult if our personal experience is quite different from the parent concerned. However,
there are some key ideas which may help:

� Parents want the best for their children.

� It is a difficult decision to choose a childcare setting which is convenient,
affordable and somewhere you feel able to leave your child.

� Parents are likely to experience feelings of guilt and a sense of missing out on
elements of their child’s development.

IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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� In the current climate parents will have concerns and doubts about what their
child is doing and the quality of the care being provided for their child.

It is inevitable that at first you and the parent will be talking about a different child. It is impos-
sible for the parent to see their child in a group situation with ‘new’ adults without being
present. The child is having to learn about and cope with a huge range of new situations and
relationships which you will observe but the parent is unable to see directly. Parents are the best
advertising for your setting so it is worth your investment in ensuring that they are involved in
the development of your policies and procedures. Needless to say, having established these
policies and procedures, they then need to be implemented effectively and reviewed with staff
and parents regularly. 

Developing a quality learning environment for all children will be based on a variety of ele-
ments, including our knowledge of:

� child development

� Birth to Three Matters, the Foundation Stage Curriculum and associated
guidance

� providing quality learning opportunities 

� the role of the adult in supporting children’s learning

� relationships between the children in the group.

1 ■ EARLY IDENTIFICATION
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There are several ways in which we establish and build on each of these elements. Our initial
training should provide the basis for our future learning about our role in the lives of the children
for whom we provide care. Anyone who considers that completing minimum qualifications to get
a job in childcare is sufficient to maintain an effective and satisfying career needs to think
carefully about their motivation and professionalism. Through training we learn about using
observation to evidence children’s current learning and what we need to provide to identify and
help them achieve next steps. The quality of these observations is crucial to the effective identifica-
tion of children’s learning. These observations form the basis of our shared knowledge of the
children’s progress with their parents. Being clear about the next steps for a child’s learning gives
us the opportunity to involve parents and families in their children’s learning experiences. In turn,
this gives us the chance to have ongoing discussions about a child’s rate of progress which is often
one of the first indicators of concern surrounding a child’s particular needs.

There are many sources of support and information about observation and planning effectively.
First, the principles of good practice at the beginning of the Foundation Stage Curriculum
(DfES/QCA, 2000, pp. 11–31) set the context. Secondly, Seeing Steps in Children’s Learning (QCA,
2005a) and Observing Children – Building the Profile (QCA, 2005b) give examples of observa-
tions, ways to support children’s learning and possible next steps. There are also several books
available which work through the issues related to both observation and assessment and the
essential links between them.

For our purposes the key elements are that our observations are done frequently and regularly,
have sufficient detail to make assessments and are recorded in a positive way.

Over time our observations should have representation of a variety of learning situations,
including:

IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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� child-initiated play

� group play

� group activities

� practitioner-led activities

� planned activities which are set up for children to experience and carry out
independently.

(Observing Children – Building the Profile, QCA, 2005b)

They should also cover the range of curriculum areas. Whatever the format of observation, they
can be effectively enhanced with the addition of photographic evidence which is dated and
annotated. This also provides a very effective way of involving parents in their children’s experi-
ence of the setting.

Through our collection of observations and planning for next steps in children’s learning we
gradually build a picture of the child’s individual learning pattern, likes, dislikes, strengths and
learning needs. This information is then available for us to use to inform what adults need to do
to support the child in a variety of ways and situations. By looking collectively at the evidence for
all the children in the group, we can begin to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning environ-
ment we are offering. The activities we offer should be clearly indicated through our observations
and next steps; therefore if children’s learning does not seem to be progressing effectively, we
should firstly consider the learning activities we are providing. Equally, the impact of the adult
role cannot be underestimated. Over the past twenty years there has been a significant shift in
our understanding of the importance of the role of the adult in a child’s learning. This could
perhaps be described as a move from a passive ‘delivery of activity’ role to a proactive ‘compan-
ion in learning’ role. This is also mirrored in some of the ways in which society generally has
changed in the collective thinking about what is best for children. We no longer expect that
children should be seen and not heard but neither is there acceptance that children should be
able to do exactly as they please. As childcare workers we need to be clear about our expectations
of children and our justification in current guidance for these principles. From these principles
the expectations of the role of the adults in the setting will be established. As individuals we
often have some difficulty in translating the knowledge we gain through training, reading and
experience to what we actually have to do and say when we are with the children. Again this is a
topic which can very usefully be used for discussion at staff meetings, during appraisals and as
part of the induction process. The more opportunity there is for us to clarify our understanding
of the role we can play in children’s learning, the more confident we will feel in approaching our
interactions with individual children. This is particularly true where there is a focus on an
agreement about what good practice would look like in a particular situation.

Within this context of working in partnership with families and explicitly identifying good prac-
tice, we have the best possible chance of recognising when we have a concern about a child’s
progress. We are therefore in a position to be able to have a positive discussion with parents and
to plan effectively for the child’s learning.

1 ■ EARLY IDENTIFICATION
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What do we mean by early intervention?

Practitioners often feel that they need to do something very different or special for particular
children. This is seldom the case if a view of the child’s needs are seen in the context of their
learning in all areas. 

Observation and planned, supported learning opportunities are part of current practice for all
children. Once we have identified a concern through our usual observation process and dis-
cussed this with parents, our next step is likely to be more focused observation in order to
gather further detail of our concern. With this further level of detail we can then construct a
selection of ‘can do’ statements which clearly identify the child’s current level of achievement in
this context. There is much talk about getting the balance between being ‘too positive’ about a
child’s abilities and not clearly communicating areas of difficulty. I would argue that if the fol-
lowing structure for ‘can do’ statements is used, a practitioner should be able to see not only
that there is a need for support but also the extent of the need. The structure I would suggest has
the following three elements:

1 description of observable behaviour

2 context in which behaviour occurs

3 length of time the behaviour continues for.

These elements then fit into a clear statement as follows:

Ebony can share a picture book with an adult in the book corner for five minutes.

Having focused on the detail of our observations we now need to look for the adult role in
moving Ebony’s learning forward. If our ultimate aim is to help Ebony to be part of a group story-
time, we need to think about what our first step on the way might be. From our ‘can do’
statement we know that Ebony can share a book with an adult for five minutes. To change this
to a target we need to decide which of the three elements we will change. We could change the
context to either sharing a book with an adult and a child or extend the time from five minutes
to seven or eight minutes. We would not decide to change more than one element at a time.
Our target could, for example, become:

Ebony will share a picture book with an adult and one other child in the book corner for five minutes.

Setting a target does not, however, change a child’s behaviour but it should change the adult’s
behaviour. Having decided on the appropriate target our next task is to identify what we can do
to give Ebony the best possible chance of achieving this next step. These can often be covered
with the following four ‘Ps’:

� Practise – the opportunity to practise some of the elements which will be
needed to achieve the target, for example highlighting times when Ebony sits
with an adult and one other child involved in any activity.

� Prepare – reflect on previous success and what made it successful.

IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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� Prompt – use particular phrases, gestures, signs which help Ebony to approach
the situation with the best possible chance of success.

� Praise – use the form and level of praise which is most effective for Ebony.

This process can be used for any next step for learning, including behavioural learning which
we often find most challenging to think about. As a process it also consolidates the positive
relationship with parents and focuses on the current achievements of the child.

Suggestions for learning about children with their parents

The usual initial information, such as name, address, contact details, emergency contact, ethnic-
ity, dietary requirements and medical information, is fairly standard in admission procedures
for all settings these days but it is useful to review how the information is collected. Ideally the
first gathering of information will set the tone of the future relationship with parents by taking
place in a conversational context rather than a pure question and answer session. By phrasing
questions carefully those involved are able to expand on the basic answer.

1 ■ EARLY IDENTIFICATION
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Key points

� Partnership with parents provides a foundation for positively supporting
all children’s learning.

� Staff teams need to clarify their ideas of good practice which are used in
training, appraisal and induction processes.

� In developing relationships with parents staff need to be clear about their
responsibilities and the roles of other team members such as the Special
Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCO), Room Leader, Deputy
Manager, Manager.

� Using a structured ‘can do’ statement can help to communicate clearly
progress children are making and what could be worked on next.

�

� What situations do you think your child will really enjoy about being at
this nursery? 

� How do you think your child will show their enjoyment of situations?

� How would you like us to let you know about these enjoyable times?

� What situations do you think your child will find more difficult about
being at this nursery?

What other information might we want?
How would you phrase the question to make it conversational?
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These sorts of questions lead to more of a discussion and a finding out about the child, as an
individual. The information gathered can then form the basis of a respectful relationship with
the child, taking an interest in their needs, likes and dislikes. The first few days of a relationship
between a child and their keyworker and the family and keyworker can be considerably
enhanced if the child recognises similarities between home and the setting. It will also reduce
the anxiety of both parents and practitioners in those early discussions so making the ‘settling
period’ for the child easier.

It is also really helpful to review with parents what their feelings were about your initial proce-
dures after the child has been with you for a couple of months.

The photocopiable sheets that follow provide a summary of key points covered in the chapter.
These can be used as handouts to help practitioners review the aims, ideas and any action
which has been discussed or agreed.

IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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� How do you think your child will show their anxiety or distress?

� What do you do at home when your child feels this way?

� Compare with the way practitioners in the setting would respond and talk
about any differences.

� In what ways does your child communicate that they are hungry, thirsty,
tired, needing the toilet?

� What is your child’s usual experiences of meal times – eating alone, with
one other, whole family together; sitting at a table, on the floor, watching
television, talking, etc. Compare with the routine in the setting and explain
how you will help the child to learn about the new expectations.

� What is your child’s experience of nappy changing, toileting? Are there any
special routines which could be used in the setting, e.g. particular songs,
particular phrases which are used, order in which things are done, ways in
which the child can be involved in the process such as collecting the
wipes/cream, etc.?

� How does your child respond at the moment if they are asked to let
another child play with the same toy/game? Which things does your child
find easiest to share, most difficult to share?
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‘Can do’ statements can give a clear indication of a child’s current
achievements and provide the basis for identifying next steps.

To be effective the ‘can do’ statement has to have three key
elements:

1 description of observable behaviour

2 context in which behaviour occurs

3 length of time the behaviour continues for.

Our target could, for example, become:

Ebony will share a picture book with an adult and one other
child in the book corner for five minutes.

Identifying next steps

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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Once the ‘can do’ statement has been identified it is important
to be specific about what the adults will do to enable children
to achieve the next step.

The four ‘Ps’

The four ‘Ps’ give a clear structure to help clarify what the adults
need to do. Thinking about the example of Ebony:

� Practise – the opportunity to practise some of the elements
which will be needed to achieve the target, for example
highlighting times when Ebony sits with an adult and one
other child involved in any activity.

� Prepare – reflect on previous success and what made it
successful. 

� Prompt – use particular phrases, gestures, signs which help
Ebony to approach the situation with the best possible chance
of success.

� Praise – use the form and level of praise which is most
effective for Ebony.

Adult role

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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Child development

For centuries people have been fascinated by the way in which children learn and develop. The
vast amount of learning which takes place from birth to five years old is amazing. It has been a
constant focus of research to try to find out more detail about how children mange to learn so
much in such a short space of time to such a high level of mastery. This process of research has
many strands, including:

� Function of different areas of the brain.

� Complexities of language which need to be mastered.

� General communication and relationships.

� Identifying how learning takes place.

� Finding ways of providing optimum learning opportunities for young children.

Initially, researchers used observation of their own children to inform their developing theories.
Often, assessment tasks presented for children relied on a verbal response which limited the age
at which effective responses could be gathered. This is one of the key criticisms of some of
Piaget’s work and some of the assessments have been revisited, offering the possibility of a non-
verbal response. This has extended our understanding of how early some children are able to
achieve certain conceptual knowledge. Communication is a very complex area to investigate and
is now supported by ever-increasing technology to monitor and identify the communication
process. Increasingly, we are able to gather more detailed information which confirms that
babies take an active part in the communication process long before speech develops. This also
has a significant impact on the importance of early relationships and the evident need for a baby
to have significant, consistent adults to develop close, secure and nurturing relationships. If these

CHAPTER 2

Key ideas and theories can be identified which have influenced our current practice in

supporting children’s learning. Finding ways to ensure that significant information is

shared effectively with colleagues to support children’s development is an important

first step. It can be particularly helpful to think about behavioural learning in the same

way as other areas of the curriculum. The observation, assessment and planning cycle

can effectively support children’s individual learning needs.
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first relationships are positive and attuned with the child’s needs, then they provide a foundation
from which children are able to explore further with confidence. They are secure in the knowl-
edge that, should the need arise, they can retreat to their first attachments to feel safe again.

The main vehicle for young children’s learning is undoubtedly play. The importance of provid-
ing appropriate opportunities for exploring ideas, concepts, relationships and skills through
play cannot be over-stated. Several researchers have examined and observed the function of play
in a child’s development. Increasingly, it is acknowledged that being able to try things out, ‘play’
with ideas, try being different people, get things wrong are essential elements of valuable play
which need to be supported and valued by sensitive adults.

Table 2.1 gives a brief summary of some of the key theorists who have significantly influenced
our views of children’s development. Most of these theorists have been involved in a broad
range of research. The key ideas listed are just those for which they are best known in the field
of child development.

These theorists all impact on our daily work with children. We may not consciously think of
their names as we work but their research has influenced current approaches to childcare. It is
important to understand the role which these theories play in our own responses to the chil-
dren we support. Currently there is no ‘right answer’ about how children learn or what they
bring to the learning activities. However, the research which builds on the work of these theo-
rists increasingly refines the evidence of how children learn and develop. As each year passes
more complex technology is available to aid research and analyse results to give us more
detailed information. Child development and theories of learning are topics which need to be
revisited regularly during our careers in childcare. We can do this through training courses, our
own reading and sharing new ideas during staff meetings. Most early years journals such as
Nursery World, Early Years Educator and Preschool Practice have reference to new research and its
impact. They also highlight and review new books which will support questioning and improv-
ing our own practice. The process of implementing the ideas raised in research within our
day-to-day practice has to involve discussion and critical thinking with our colleagues. Thinking
through what good practice would look like in our own setting in light of the different
approaches is part of developing our professional approach to childcare. 

IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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The Early Years Foundation Stage (0–5) document (DfES, 2006) builds on recent research and
theories concerning child development and learning. Developmental stages are identified as:

Birth to 11 months

8–20 months

16–26 months

22–36 months

30–50 months

40–60+ months.

The document clearly makes the point that although there can be some general guidance about
what children may be able to accomplish at each stage, this is by no means a rigid checklist. The
stages are deliberately overlapping to underline the fact that developmental progress is different
for each child. Children all develop and acquire skills, abilities and knowledge at different times
and the focus must be to use observation of individual children to plan for their progress.

It is important that practitioners ensure that they observe closely what children can do, and use
those observations as the basis of assessment and planning of the next stages of children’s development.
(DfES, 2006, p. 8)

The Early Years Foundation Stage document is designed to be inclusive and the broad age
ranges of the developmental stages are in keeping with inclusive thinking. The focus on individ-
ual needs and progress is a positive approach for all children. However, we also need to
consider what might be the triggers for our concerns to be raised about a particular child’s
progress and the need to seek further advice.

Copying
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16 Table 2.1 Key theorists and their ideas in the field of child development

Theorist Key ideas Dates

Ivan Pavlov Researched conditioning responses to specific stimulus 1849–1936

Sigmund Freud Psychoanalysis and the impact of early experiences on later learning, development and understanding. Suggested stages in psychosexual development. 1856–1939
He argued that experiences through these early stages impact on later feelings about self and relationships with others

Susan Isaacs Play essential as vehicle for children’s learning and healthy mental development. Importance of parents being involved in children’s learning experiences 1885–1948

Jean Piaget Cognitive Development Theory. Stages of development, understanding of concepts 1896–1980

Donald Winnicott Play important for children to use imaginative experience to work out anxieties and new experiences 1896–1971

Lev Vygotsky Development of ideas about internal and external function of language. Identified concept of the Zone of Proximal Development to indicate the potential of a child’s 1896–1934
learning rather than only considering retrospectively the learning which has taken place. Raised the status and importance of play as a vehicle for children’s learning

Erik Erikson Followed Freud’s work to focus on developing ‘healthy personalities’ and achieving a ‘unified self ’ 1902–1994

Burrhus Frederic Skinner Developed ideas about conditioning and the role of positive and negative reinforcement in increasing occurrence of particular behaviours 1904–1990

John Bowlby Attachment theory and the importance of early bonding experience with main carer 1907–1990

Jerome Bruner Children’s three systems of learning: using action to manipulate objects; employing sensory-based mental images; symbolic representation through language and reasoning 1915–

Urie Bronfenbrenner Identified the importance of the interaction between the different communities which the child experiences 1917–2005
For example, family, extended family, childcare setting, religious community, local community, etc .

Albert Bandura Social learning theory; children learn from role models around them 1925–

Noam Chomsky Children born with innate ability to develop language which comes ‘on line’ as child matures 1928–

Chris Athey Developed the idea of schemas, which link repeated actions with increasing complexity of learning, such as enveloping things, joining things, etc.
Schemas gradually become interlinked as they develop

Colwyn Trevarthen Focuses on communication initiated by babies from minutes after birth. Explores the musicality of language and responses of babies to reciprocal communication 
with main carer

Margaret Donaldson The need for the impact of appropriate, everyday experiences to support learning

Ferre Laevers Deeper-level learning takes place if highly involved in activity. Focused on measuring learning taking place using scale showing 
levels of involvement in task. Linked to this raised profile of role of the adult through development of engagement scales

Source: Based on Birth to Three Matters (Sure Start, 2002, Literature review, ch. 2)
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The information and experience we gain, through observation, enables us in discussion with
our colleagues to ensure realistic expectations of children’s developments. If we have realistic
expectations of what children of a particular age, stage, ability and personality might achieve,
this would also give us an awareness of what would cause concern. Getting the balance between
our knowledge of child development and when particular milestones are likely to be reached
and when to be concerned, is something which worries all adults at some time. Clearly not all
two-year-olds are able to do the same things to the same level of competency. Therefore any
judgements we make must also take into account our knowledge of the child’s ability in other
areas of learning, their personality and the opportunities for learning which the child has expe-
rienced. Our knowledge of individual children should not be solely from our own experience
but should be a collective understanding involving the professional views of our colleagues
who will see the child from a slightly different perspective. The discussions we have with par-
ents need to be central to any judgements we may make about children’s progress. Keeping
parents involved in their children’s learning is crucial if we are to include them in our decision
making about appropriate next steps and priorities. It gives a much richer and more informed
picture of the child’s development if we are able to take account of progress at home as well as
in the setting. It is important to recognise that children will show the best of their skills and
knowledge when they are most relaxed and this will often be in their own home. 

In the context of this relationship with parents, it is possible to share understanding of our
increasing knowledge of the child’s learning style and pace. We can share with parents the
observations which inform our next steps and agree with parents the best way for us to support
the child to achieve them. Through giving frequent and regular updates on the child’s response
to our attempts we can create a culture of joint problem solving with the parents. This enables
us to share surprises about things the child learnt quicker than expected as well as things that
have taken longer to master. By involving parents from the observation stage we can take them
on a journey with us which focuses on their child’s development. When progress is not as we
expect the conversation is supported by observational evidence and we are able to involve par-
ents in deciding what needs to happen next. As we develop a picture of the normal pattern of
learning for an individual child, we then have an opportunity to consider if further help or
advice would be helpful. In the first instance this would be about sharing concerns with the set-
ting SENCO and colleagues who have knowledge of the child. This process of seeking further
advice needs to be discussed sensitively with parents and they should be involved as much as
possible in the process. Ideally, they would join the discussion between keyworker and SENCO
to review the observations, discuss the concerns and decide on the next course of action. Where
this process of joint decision making is central to the culture of a setting, parents will feel more
confident and less anxious about involving professionals from outside the setting, such as the
Area SENCO Team, inclusion support teams, etc. 

The process of discussing children’s progress with colleagues needs to be given an appropriate
professional context. This discussion will be based on evidence from observations, progress
towards next steps, adult role in supporting learning and its impact. It will involve colleagues
asking searching questions about what else the adult might do, activities which might provide
better opportunity for learning and the child’s responses to other situations. These conversa-
tions are important on several levels, including between:

2 ■ CHILD DEVELOPMENT
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� the room team

� keyworker and room leader

� SENCO and keyworker

� SENCO and room leader

� SENCO and member of management team.

We each have a responsibility to make these discussions useful and focused on supporting the
child’s progress in a positive way. It is all too easy to follow someone’s negative comments with
more of our own but this has no place in making professional decisions.

Practitioners must ensure that the individual needs of all children are met, including additional or
different provision required to meet particular individual needs. (DfES, 2006, p. 13)

Our focus is to find ways to bring together our knowledge, experience and information in a
meaningful way which can be part of problem-solving discussions. Using our observation and
assessment practice we can focus on positive approaches to children’s learning in all areas of
development. This should specifically include social and emotional aspects of learning.

When we talk about all areas of learning we often overlook behavioural learning as an area of
the curriculum. Somehow we see behavioural learning as something which children should
simply acquire or just know without us planning for or supporting the learning. I would suggest
that if we think about behavioural learning in the same way as other areas of the curriculum, we
can apply the same approaches to helping children learn. By using our observations, assess-
ments and ‘can do’ statements we can plan for and support children to develop their social
behavioural competency. This is a situation which highlights the importance of the adult role
being one of learning companion and seeing the situation from the child’s perspective.
Behavioural learning is something which adults find one of the most challenging issues related
to inclusion and meeting children’s needs. Seeing social, emotional and behavioural learning in
the same way as other areas of learning enables us to use our skills and experience to provide
positive learning opportunities. This includes finding ways of involving children in making
choices and having a voice about what help they need and how it is offered. The idea of taking
account of children’s views and choices can be challenging to think through at first sight, partic-
ularly for very young children. However, once we know children well enough to be able to
understand how they communicate, when they are happy or unhappy, then we are able to take
account of their choices. It does not matter how these emotions are communicated to us; it is
part of our role to be able to interpret and tune in to these communications.

How does this fit with what we already do?

There have been significant changes in provision for young children in recent years and practi-
tioners have been the focus of government and media attention for some time. This focus has
resulted in much imposed change but also considerable questioning of everyday practice. For
the private and voluntary sectors there has also been a shift from purely inspection to a combi-
nation of support and inspection. The current situation is that the majority of early years
practitioners have access to advice, training and professional development with colleagues.
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With this increased access to knowledge and expertise comes a clearer focus on the variety of
ways in which we can support young children’s development. Seeing ourselves as having a
significant role as learning companions for young children requires that we find effective ways
to document and plan to provide support for each individual child. Part of this process is to
record observations, assessment and planning in sufficient detail to communicate to ourselves,
colleagues, parents and other involved professionals. This recording is about focusing our
efforts to increase our knowledge of the individual child and to use this knowledge to provide
opportunities and experiences which can be used to maximise children’s learning. The same is
true for any child whether or not they are identified as having an additional need. Every child
will, at times, need particular help to overcome the challenges of a new piece of learning. With
parents and our colleagues we can identify the bridge from previous learning which will make
the new learning accessible.

Playing alongside
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There are many suggested formats which can be used for observation and it is important that as
a staff group you review your existing format regularly to ensure that it continues to meet your
needs and is easily shared with parents. The ‘Observation framework’ photocopiable is a sug-
gested framework which can be used to support observations.

Key points

� Our current practice is based on specific theories and research about
children’s learning and development. The Early Years Foundation Stage
document identifies broad developmental age bands as guidance, not as a
rigid checklist.

� We need to revise our knowledge of theories and current research regularly
through our career.

� Communication between colleagues is influential in establishing realistic
and consistent expectations of individual children.

� We can work with parents to find ways to ensure that children’s views are
taken into account and inform our strategies.

� It is important to identify the specific adult role in supporting children’s
achievement of their next steps.

� Seeing behavioural learning in the same way as other areas of the
curriculum can be a more effective way of supporting children’s learning.

� It is the adult’s role to interpret the child’s communication, be it verbal or
behavioural.

� We all need help at sometime in our learning. Good practice for children
with additional needs is good practice for all children.
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Time, date, place and context of the observation need to be
noted as well as the name of the person observing and, if
appropriate, the purpose of the observation.

Things to look for:

■ Level of involvement in the activity (this could be guided by
the Leuven Scales developed by Ferre Laevers).

■ Length of time the child remains at the activity.

■ Did the child choose the activity independently?

■ How many children were there when the child approached?

■ What is the child’s response when another child joins the activity?

■ In what way does the child interact/join in with the other
children?

■ In what way does the child respond to any adults near by?

■ What is the child able to do physically with the equipment?

■ In what way does the child display use of their imagination
during play?

■ Are there any signs of frustration in the child’s behaviour? If so,
what skill/knowledge would help to reduce the frustration?

■ Which of the child’s interests could be used to develop the
activity and extend the child’s learning?

Observation framework 

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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Again date, time, place, observer need to be noted.

The purpose of observation would probably link to a previous,
more general observation or comment from parent or practitioner.
It is particularly important that the purpose of the observation is
not taken to prove our assumptions correct but to accurately
collect information around a particular situation.

■ Record accurate timing of the focus response (e.g. flitting).

■ Look for times when the focus response does not happen –
these exceptions are often the key to how we can help.

■ Identify things which change, prevent or increase the focus
response (e.g. what helps to engage the child’s interest for
longest even if this is only one minute?).

■ Look for key relationships or interactions, either with adults or
children, which change the child’s response.

■ Look for specific triggers which lead to the focus response
(e.g. no response from others at the activity, another child
playing alongside).

Compare focus observations made at different times of day and
in different contexts – for example, inside and outside learning
environments.

Targeted observation

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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The frequency of observations will depend on the purpose or focus. As well as regular short
observations to monitor children’s general progress it is useful to use them to follow up or clar-
ify things. This clarification may be needed to gather more information about something
surprising which has been commented on, such as a child being able to sustain relationships
with a group of children when involved in a particular activity. Alternatively, there may be a
general feeling that a child is flitting from one activity to another rather than getting involved in
purposeful play. To begin with, this may just be a feeling without real evidence and we can
often over- or underestimate the real frequency or extent of this behaviour. Through exploring
further using targeted observation, perhaps at particular times of day, we can build a picture of
what is really happening for the child (see the ‘Targeted observation’ photocopiable). Once we
have the evidence it is much easier to decide if we need to do something and what that some-
thing might be.

Observation notes should always be written with the expectation that they will be shared with
parents, professionals and colleagues. They should be factual descriptions of what is seen with
no judgemental phrases or words such as ‘he only stayed for two minutes’, ‘she just put two
bricks together’, etc.

Once the observation has been carried out the evidence can be shared with colleagues and par-
ents and talked through with suggestions about what the next step of learning might be. Further
information can be gained from comparing observations over time: looking back at the obser-
vations made over the past couple of months can show clear progress, changes in interest or
sustained difficulty with a particular skill or area of knowledge.

It is often helpful to have discussions with the whole-staff group about particular scenarios and
whether or not they would cause us to be concerned. The discussion can help to identify what
impacts on our thinking and decision making. The final two photocopiables of the chapter can be
used to start your discussions off before moving on to children who are attending your setting.
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Think about what you know about the child’s current learning
pattern. Check your observations to provide evidence for your
answers.

■ How quickly does the child usually learn a new skill?

■ What helps the child to learn effectively – watching others,
copying, practising themselves, working with a friend, etc.?

■ In relation to other children of a similar age and stage, is the
child’s response unusual?

■ Do all the adults who know the child have a similar view about
their progress – if not, what would help to clarify things more?

■ Is the child’s learning pattern similar in all areas?

■ What are the child’s particular strengths?

When should I be concerned?

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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A child runs round the room briefly touching a variety of equipment
and shouting

Things to think about (for all scenarios)
Would you be concerned if the child was:
10 months 1 year 2 years 3 years 4 years

Would you be concerned if the child did this:
Once Once a day Twice a day 10 times a day 20 times a day

Would you be concerned if the child did this for:
2 minutes 5 minutes 10 minutes 30 minutes 50 minutes

Scenario 1: If you were concerned, what would you do?
Use focused observation to find out:

■ what might be the trigger for the behaviour?

■ what is the child’s motivation for the behaviour, e.g. what activities
are involved?

■ when is the child least likely to respond in this way?

■ when is the child most likely to respond in this way?

■ what response does the child get from other adults and children?
From this factual information you can then decide how the adults will
respond to the behaviour, for example:

■ ignore and praise the children walking or involved in activity

■ meet the child and take them for a walk round the room to see what
is available

■ set up activities which are particularly motivating for the child and
support any initial engagement in the activity

■ reduce the choice on offer for the child in the first instance, e.g. ‘you
can choose the building or painting first today’.

Scenario 1

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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A child frequently chooses painting activities at the easel, often dropping
the paintbrush and making a mess on the floor

Scenario 2: If you were concerned, what would you do?
Use focused observation to find out:
■ what might be the trigger for the behaviour – is it deliberate or accidental?
■ what is the child’s motivation for the behaviour, e.g. to gain attention?
■ when is the child least likely to respond in this way?
■ when is the child most likely to respond in this way?
■ what response does the child get from other adults and children?

Scenario 2

When playing outside the child runs up to other children and hits them

Scenario 3: If you were concerned, what would you do?
Use focused observation to find out:
■ what might be the trigger for the behaviour?
■ what is the child’s motivation for the behaviour, e.g. to make contact

with the children?
■ when is the child least likely to respond in this way?
■ when is the child most likely to respond in this way?
■ what response does the child get from other adults and children?

Scenario 3

When given instructions by an adult the child looks blank and carries on playing

Scenario 4: If you were concerned, what would you do?
Use focused observation to find out:
■ what might be the trigger for the behaviour – can the child hear you?
■ what is the child’s motivation for the behaviour, e.g. to carry on with a

favourite activity?
■ when is the child least likely to respond in this way?
■ when is the child most likely to respond in this way?
■ what response does the child get from other adults and children?

Scenario 4

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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When sitting in a group at storytime the child watches and
copies other children’s responses

Scenario 5: If you were concerned, what would you do?
Use focused observation to find out:

■ what might be the trigger for the behaviour – can the child see
the book/pictures?

■ what is the child’s motivation for the behaviour, e.g. to get
things ‘right’?

■ when is the child least likely to respond in this way?

■ when is the child most likely to respond in this way?

■ what response does the child get from other adults and
children?

Scenario 5

From the evidence gathered through your observations you have
a good basis for a discussion with other adults who know the
child and other professionals who may be able to help you.

■ Talk to colleagues including the SENCO to check out your
ideas and the extent of your concern.

■ Talk to the parents about what you have observed and what
you intend to do about it; ask if they have noticed similar
things. If not, it might be different because of the number of
children in the group, the size of the room, the length of time
the child has been attending the setting, etc.

■ Ask parents if they would be happy for you to talk to the
Health Visitor or inclusion support teams for advice. Invite
them to be there too.

What else could help?

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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Sharing the learning journey with parents 

When parents bring their children to our setting they bring a collection of preconceived ideas of
what the childcare experience may be like for their child. These meet our preconceived ideas
about what parenting experiences their child may have had. Current parents have not generally
experienced the same levels of childcare as their children. Combine this with the variety of

CHAPTER 3

For some parents leaving their child in the care of others in an unfamiliar building can

be a very anxious experience. There are many valid reasons why parents may be

particularly anxious about their child. It is our role as practitioners to initiate and

maintain positive relationships with all parents. Our observations provide evidence of

children’s experience and form a basis for discussion about planning for the child’s

learning. Parents’ observations and knowledge about their child provide crucial

insights into the ways in which we can best help them.   

Parents and practitioners both learn about the child they share.
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media coverage, both good and bad, which our day nurseries and pre-schools have had and it is
not surprising that there are some misunderstandings. It is our role as practitioners to work for
the best interests of the children in our care. In order to do this we need to be proactive in
developing a positive relationship with their parents. This relationship starts the first time we
speak to them. Parents are the child’s first educators and have extensive knowledge about their
child’s character, personality, learning style, likes, dislikes, strengths and difficulties. They are
their child’s greatest advocate and want the best for them.

Along with any preconceived ideas we may have there are also many anxieties around when we
first meet parents. These anxieties influence both sides of the relationship. Parents may have
anxieties about whether they are doing the right thing by finding a childcare place at all, never
mind finding the right place for their child. As parents we are also very quick to hear any sug-
gestion or implication that we are not ‘good’ parents. Leaving your child with a professional
childcarer can therefore be very daunting. From the practitioners’ point of view, each parent
who visits the setting is making a judgement about the quality of what we do, and the ways in
which we look after their child. This first encounter is surrounded with adult concern and anxi-
ety, something the child, if present, will pick up on but be unlikely to understand. The child
may, however, identify the anxiety with the context of being at the setting, which may make the
settling-in period more difficult. For the parents of a child with an additional need, however
minor or major, the whole process is charged with considerably more anxiety. This may be
focused on the likelihood of their child and them being rejected, criticised or even ridiculed.
They may even have had such experiences at other settings before visiting yours.

As practitioners we have the opportunity to think about those initial contacts with parents and
work to improve them because we go through the process so many times. It is our role to iden-
tify good practice and ensure that we do everything we can to make the beginning of our
relationship with parents a positive one.

One approach which can start things off in an effective way is to think about the relationship as
a journey. This journey is concerned with  learning about the child’s

� strengths

� pleasures

� concerns

� challenges.

In order to support the child to settle well in the nursery or pre-school, this journey must start
with recognition of the extensive knowledge which parents already hold about their children. It
is worth while to review our admission and information-gathering procedures on a regular
basis and to include parents in the process. Finding quick and easy ways to listen to the views
parents have about what works well for them, when they come to visit or are asked to share
information, helps to identify good practice which can then be developed and improved. 

It would be very surprising if all parents felt that one particular way of involving them would be
preferable. We have to find a variety of ways to engage their interest and communicate our will-
ingness to include them in the experiences of their child in our setting. For some parents this
may be spending a significant amount of time in the setting once a year to share a talent or

3 ■ SHARING THE LEARNING JOURNEY WITH PARENTS
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skill; for others it could be arriving a few minutes early on one day a week to collect their child
so that they can look at photographs and activities which are part of life in the setting. Our goal
in each of these opportunities should be to highlight the positive and to make the experience
one which everyone would like to repeat. Each small amount of time spent in the setting by a
parent provides a chance to encourage and improve the partnership. The most effective way of
increasing parents’ involvement in their child’s life at the setting is to focus on developing a
shared knowledge and understanding of the child as a developing personality. 

The learning journey, then, encompasses the child’s learning and the adults’ learning about the
child. Each element of contact with parents needs to be reviewed in relation to good practice.
For example, where English is an additional language for a family, the challenge for us is to find
out from the family the ways in which we can best give and receive information. This does not
always mean translating everything we write but may involve taking time to ensure that the
message which was intended has been received. From the child’s perspective, having keywords
recognised or offered, using photographs to support initial understanding and celebrating spe-
cific achievements are all possible ways of giving a welcoming message and learning about the
child. Generally, in our setting, it is important to consider the images and messages we give
about respecting all families from whichever ethnic group or heritage and working to increase
our understanding of others. The Race Relations Amendment Act 2000 and the Disability
Discrimination Act 1995 both clearly require us to be not just welcoming but actively commit-
ted to finding ways to ensure our setting has a culture of valuing and respecting all individuals.
With so many children experiencing childcare, we will obviously influence these future adults
in the development of their understanding of relationships, in group situations, and the values
which can make this a positive experience. 

To support new or inexperienced staff it can be very effective to give examples of things to say
which fit with the agreed idea of good practice. This process helps all members of staff to review
their own scripts and reflect on ways to improve. This can be done in relation to specific situa-
tions such as: 

� first contact

� admission procedure

� messages we want to give (being explicitly inclusive). 

The next stage in the process is to ensure consistency throughout different opportunities which
arise for communication:

� daily contact

� parents’ evenings

� noticeboards

� newsletters

� phone calls

� letters. 

IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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No doubt there will be some relationships between parents and practitioners which will be
established more quickly or easily than others. The responsibility for maintaining positive com-
munication links, though, remains with the practitioners as part of their professional role. One
of the major challenges to these communication links is when there is a difficult situation
which needs to be discussed and resolved. If we can consistently work towards improving our
relationship with parents, on a daily basis, we can minimise the difficulty there will be in
having the more sensitive and controversial discussions which will inevitably happen. In the
same way that we are able to start afresh with each child each day, giving youngsters the oppor-
tunity to move on from previous difficulties, as professionals we need to support adults, parents
and colleagues in the same way. The other benefit will be that parents will be less anxious in
coming to speak to us, share their concerns and be prepared to consider our views because they
have belief in our wish to do the best for their child. 

One of the most difficult conversations we are likely to need to have with parents is in the situ-
ation where we see behaviours and responses which, in our professional view, give us cause for
concern about the child’s development and this does not coincide with the parents’ view. This is
where it is essential to consider our relationship with parents as a journey. If the first time we
invite the parents to come to talk to us is a formal invitation focusing on our concerns, then we
set ourselves up for a very anxious and defensive interaction – in terms of both our feelings and
the parents’. However, if we have continually shared observations, planning and strategies relat-
ing to the individual child and invited parents’ views and their own observations, we are much
more likely to have a shared understanding of when and if we need to be concerned. If we can
agree that there is cause for concern, we are then more likely to be able to agree on a way for-
ward which will be supported both at home and in the setting. This stage in the journey also
paves the way for talking about the involvement of other agencies and professionals. The key
message which is the thread throughout this process is that actions are being taken with the
child’s best interests at the centre of everyone’s thinking. The evidence which supports these
conversations is inevitably our observations. 

These observations need to be effective in identifying what is significant for the particular child.
For example, the collation of our observations in their Foundation Stage Record should com-
municate the essence of the child as an individual. It should evidence understanding of the
child’s personality, motivation, likes and dislikes. Through indication of levels of involvement
in activities we can show strengths, preferred approaches and learning styles. All of this infor-
mation combines to build a picture of the child’s development and progress. Sharing each new
discovery about a child provides the opportunity for parents to consider the child’s responses to
situations at home in a similar light. Enabling and empowering parents to contribute to chil-
dren’s records through their own observations, photographs, etc. gives a richness to the record
which makes it something to be valued by child, family and practitioner.

There are several different structures and approaches for focusing and making observations.
Kate Wall, in her book Special Needs and Early Years (2006), discusses in detail five specific meth-
ods. There is discussion of spontaneous observations, recorded in response to a practitioner
noticing a child doing something – which could be described as evidence of learning – which is
significant for that particular child. This is the form of observation which is most commonly
used on a day-to-day basis. These observations are usually dated, recorded on a sticky label and
then included directly in the child’s Foundation Stage Record. This basic form of observation
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can be developed to give information about patterns of behaviour and involvement in activities by
making the observation at regular time intervals. For example, observing for 1 minute every 15
minutes for 1 hour. Any time interval can be used and the choice will be dictated by the planned
purpose for the observation. The likely process leading to a planned observation will be:

� Concern or anomaly noted through standard setting observation process.

� Discussion with other staff, room leader, SENCO, etc.

� Agreement about what further information could be helpful, for example:

– How often does this occur?

– Does it happen every day, every morning, etc.?

– Where does it usually occur?

– Who else is there when it occurs?

– What happens leading up to the situation?

– What happens after the situation has happened?

� If we are clear what information would be helpful next, then we can decide
which form of observation would be most useful.

This suggests that observations are only focused on individual children. However, there will
also be times when it is useful to look at the way in which children are using the activities
which are available in the room. We can do this simply by counting the number of children at
each activity at set times or tracking children’s movement between activities.

The model identified in the Effective Early Learning Programme, based on the work of Ferre
Laevers, provides a very structured and useful means of judging when deep-level learning is
taking place. Having identified when it happens, as professionals we can then begin to look for
ways to increase the opportunity and consider the common characteristics in activities which
will encourage increased levels of learning. The observation schedules can be used to plot the
progress of either individuals or groups of children. This provides the possibility of comparing
the levels of involvement in different areas of the curriculum, inside, outside and in different
areas of the setting. Through this process there is also the means to evaluate the levels of
engagement of the adults thereby encouraging reflective thinking about our responses and
whether they support or inhibit the children’s learning in a specific situation. This is particularly
relevant to children with additional needs. 

We often suggest that in order to meet the needs of individual children we need more adult time
available for them. Through careful observation and reflective thinking we are often able to focus
the time which we already have available in more effective ways. A particular concern would also
be that more adult attention focused on one child may inhibit their natural relationships with
other children and reduce the motivation for the child to try things independently. The adult, if
specifically allocated to support an individual child, is also liable to feel responsible for all the
child’s actions and unconsciously feel they need to justify their role through helping the child
more than is strictly necessary. The communication with parents can also be seen as this adult’s
responsibility or, alternatively, this adult may not be seen as a ‘real’ member of the team so have
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no role in communicating with the parent. It is essential that the principle of all children being
the responsibility of all practitioners is maintained. The role of the keyworker is then to provide
and communicate relevant information to support the shared responsibility.

If we ensure that parents are introduced to the idea of our observation processes at the begin-
ning of our relationship with them, these can then form a secure basis to discuss children’s
progress. This idea that we do observations needs to be extended to include what information
we get from them and how we use the information. Encouraging the parents to share their own
observations can be a very effective way of having a shared journey that focuses on getting to
know the child and their abilities. As a principle, it is really important that observation notes
are phrased positively: state facts and do not record judgements. Using words such as ‘very‘ or
‘only’ immediately suggests that the child is not meeting your expectations. It is more helpful to
record exactly what you see then discuss the implications and assessment later. For example:

Alesha put 2 out of 5 bricks on the tower following the colour pattern.

Our assessment can then focus on what further experiences Alesha needs, or what the adults
need to do to help Alesha to extend her learning. The assessment may be that:

� Alesha may find this activity easier if the bricks were on the floor rather than 
the table.

� Larger or smaller bricks may make it easier.

� Items other than bricks would be more motivating for Alesha.

� Being involved with another child in the activity will give Alesha more
confidence to play with the bricks and the idea of patterns.

� Laying equipment in a line rather than a tower may make it easier.

From our observation evidence we can have a positive discussion with both colleagues and par-
ents about ways in which we can extend Alesha’s current learning. This provides the
opportunity for each adult to contribute suggestions from their own experience of Alesha and
her learning in other contexts. It is important to remember, also, that often children can display
higher skill levels at home than in a setting because they are more relaxed, using their own
equipment and with very predictable and familiar adults. Our perspective as adults must always
be to look for ways in which we can give children the best possible chance to succeed in the
learning they are currently focused on.

This is hardest when the concern is around behaviour, as sometimes we can be drawn into neg-
ative feelings about a particular child’s behaviour. We then begin to look for the child indulging
in the unwanted behaviour to prove that our opinions are right. This is when it makes a differ-
ence if our general practice is in making non-judgemental observations and looking for ways to
support future learning.

One of the contentious issues which frequently arises when supporting individual children is
that of physical safety, either in relation to them hurting themselves through falling, running
away, etc. or them hurting others. As with our approach to the safety of all children we would
need to consider carefully a risk assessment so that we can identify and minimise the risks
involved. However, it is important to maintain a realistic view of the extent to which we can
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provide a safe environment, and it is essential that all parents are aware of the risk assessment
process which is in use. It is not possible or desirable to keep children away from any potential
source of harm because, in doing so, we would be unable to:

� encourage a baby to take their first steps

� allow children access to toys

� allow children to feed themselves

� let children play outside

� provide equipment for use in the role-play area

� help children to learn to use stairs

� let children within arm’s reach of each other or an adult.

This may sound over-cautious but it is important that parents are included in the discussions
and actions taken in trying to ensure an appropriate balance of safety and practical learning
about risk taking. As a parent leaving your child at an early years provision, you undoubtedly
want to be reassured that your son or daughter will be safe. You are likely to believe that you are
the best person to make sure that this happens. However, as your child grows they will need to
learn to take increasing responsibility for themselves. There is a huge amount of learning
involved in this process. As adults we still get it wrong sometimes, so our learning is continuing. 

Understanding how the child is feeling helps us 
to sensitively support their learning
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Seeing dealing with risk as a learning opportunity and part of the journey to independence is
probably easier from a practitioner’s perspective than a parental one because we do not have
the same level of emotional involvement. We also have had more opportunity to develop our
comparative view of the ways in which a child is likely to respond to a situation and the relative
likelihood of an accident happening in particular situations when considered in the context of
the number of children we have worked with during our career. Our role as practitioners is
about helping children to have learning experiences which will build towards them being able
to become as independent as possible and this includes making inappropriate choices and
experiencing the consequences of these on some occasions. One of the initial discussions with
parents could be about looking at the provision in the settings and talking about the learning
which can be developed through the child’s play. This is the time when parents can often give
indications of which equipment or experiences would cause them most anxiety. This provides
the opportunity for further discussion about the ways in which practitioners consider and
manage the risks involved. This is a situation where practitioners need to be sensitive to the
variety of reasons why parents may be anxious. For example, they may:

� have had an accident as a child themselves relating to the activity

� have heard of another child who has been hurt or frightened while involved in
the activity – perhaps through the media

� have specific concerns about their own child’s level of understanding about the
dangers/risks in situations

� be particularly protective of their child because of early experiences of the child
being vulnerable through illness, premature birth, etc.

No matter how we, as practitioners, feel about the level of risk for the child, we do need take
account of the parents’ anxiety. We should be proactive in finding ways to involve them in deci-
sions and experiences which will support them to feel that the risk is manageable and the
learning valuable for their child. As part of this process there is a clear opportunity for practi-
tioners to review carefully the activity and the way we make it available for children, being clear
that our risk assessment is recent and valid for this group of children and adults.

The ideal is for the parents then to be able to spend some time in the setting to see for them-
selves the children and adults’ response to the particular activity. Meeting afterwards, the
practitioner is able to talk through the shared experience, identifying key evidence of learning
and planning for the next time children use the equipment. Involving parents in learning about
safety and risk from the start is really important in ensuring joint parent–practitioner confi-
dence and support for the child. The evidence of the child’s progress is then collected through
our observations, the identified next steps, details of adult actions, effective strategies and evalu-
ations. Using these as the basis for building on progress is as important for developing
independence as any other area of learning.

Undoubtedly, some parents will have more time, energy and enthusiasm for getting involved in
the life of the setting than others. As practitioners, we need to maintain the imperative of
supporting positive relationships with all parents, through encouraging whatever level of
involvement they are able to offer. In our invitations to parents we can communicate clearly
that we understand that there are a variety of levels of involvement and that all of these are
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welcomed and valued. It is our role to promote ‘one off’ visits around a specific activity, occa-
sional ‘drop in’ opportunities and regular, sustained joint activities which involve parents.
Asking your current group of parents for their views and ideas of opportunities they would be
able/happy to take part in to increase their involvement in the setting community is a useful
starting point. This may not always be about being with the children in the setting; it may be
that parents can support with more adult-orientated activities. Participation could be practical –
designing/organising fundraising, sharing decisions about equipment purchase around a spe-
cific focus such as developing the outdoor area. Alternatively, it could be about being able to
take part as equals in training opportunities which are offered for practitioners. The starting
point for this could be having discussions with current or new parents which focus on finding
ways to share our knowledge and learning journey with them. As a specific part of this discus-
sion we can identify opportunity for joint practitioner–parent training. Initially this could be a
one-off experience around a specific topic such as healthy eating, toilet training, supporting
behavioural learning, creative activities, local places which are accessible and child friendly,
Bookstart and library activities. All of these can begin with outside speakers being invited to
lead the session. This can be developed to include sessions led by the manager to explore activ-
ities which will support a particular area of the curriculum, identifying ways these can be used
both at home and in the setting. Positive communication following such a session about the
impact on children’s learning can increase parents’ confidence in the role they can play in the
learning which takes place in the setting. 

For parents who are unable to attend the sessions it would be important to include them through
other means such as a newsletter, photographs, displays with annotation or PowerPoint slide
shows. These forms of communication can be provided jointly by a practitioner and a parent who
did attend the session. From our knowledge of the current group of parents involved in our set-
ting, we can identify any preferences for translation or interpretation. This should not just be an
afterthought but part of the planning discussion with the parents concerned. If we are proactive in
asking parents what would help to make such a training session accessible for them and explain-
ing that we will find a way to provide what is needed, they are more likely to feel welcomed and
valued and this will increase the likelihood of them attending. 
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Key points

� Involving parents in the life of the setting is important and helps the
children’s learning.

� Several methods of observation can be used to gather specific information
which will inform the planning for future learning.

� Risk assessment processes should involve parents, and practitioners can be
proactive in developing a joint understanding of the activity/situation and
steps which are taken to ensure reasonable safety levels.

� Parents’ levels of involvement with settings will vary considerably depending
on many factors. The practitioners’ role is to encourage and communicate
the variety of possible ways in which the parents could be involved. This will
range from one-off visits to joint parent–practitioner training.
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There are several ways to gather parents’ views about things without always using a 
questionnaire. For example:

� Post-it note display, e.g. ideas for outings, things I like to do with my child.

� Sticky name cards to place on display, e.g. I would like you to contact me
by phone, face to face, email, etc.

� Pebbles in a container, e.g. choice of next parents’ evening being about
healthy eating or bedtimes.

� Laptop/Computer photograph display, e.g. things my child likes doing at
nursery/home.

� Suggested foods for the menu with ‘tick’ voting system.

Parents’ views

When you first met the team at our nursery:

� what did we do which made you feel welcome?

� what else could we have done to make you feel more welcome?

� did we give you enough/too much/ too little information about what we do?

Now that you know us better:

� do we give you about the right amount of information you want on your
child?

� is there any other information you would like us to give you?

� what is the best way for us to give you news about things which are going
on in the nursery?

� would it be helpful for us to get information translated into another
language for you?

� would it be helpful for us to get someone to interpret for you when 
we meet?

� what would you like to see us do next to improve our relationship with you?

� what would you like to see us work harder at as a staff team?

More in-depth parents’ views
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Language development

CHAPTER 4

Playing

Language development is a key component of children’s early learning. We are

beginning to learn more about the very early communication involving babies from

before they are born and in the first few minutes of life. Practitioners have a significant

role to play in providing opportunities and interactions which encourage language and

communication development. 
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Sharing

Taking
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The early language experiences of children have changed dramatically over recent years.
However, I doubt if there was ever a ‘golden age’ when all children had access to rich language
experiences. Common sense tells us that if children are exposed to, and involved in, positive
language experiences with sensitive adults, they will have the best possible chance of develop-
ing their own language. If we were to consider all of the skills, knowledge and technicalities
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Giving back

Giving another container

C04  15/2/07  1:58 pm  Page 40



which children have to learn before they are able to be skilful communicators, we would not
believe it possible that anyone could learn to use language! Just a simple list makes it seem
daunting. A child needs to be able to:

� remember

� recall

� learn

� organise and hold in mind a series of ideas

� control muscles of the mouth

� control breathing

� imitate

� hear and discriminate between sounds

� produce sounds

� link sounds with meaning.

Our experience would suggest that children are generally highly motivated to use language to
communicate. Given encouragement and appropriate modelling most children develop their
language skills effectively. One of the key pieces of evidence for this is that the development of
language in infancy is directly influenced by ‘local’ language or regional accents. This exposure
to language is not just about hearing the words; it is a much more complex process. The explo-
ration of this complexity can begin to help us make conscious decisions about the language
experiences our children have day to day. For example, the importance of language modelling
being a reciprocal interaction at an appropriate level of difficulty challenges what children are
likely to learn from extended television watching or mainly instruction-giving language in a
childcare setting.

Communication is integral to establishing and maintaining relationships. This communication
is strongly supported through language, although it is important to note that this is not neces-
sarily verbal language and can be British Sign Language. The key is that it is a means through
which we can convey information, including:

� wants

� desires

� emotions

� facts 

in a two-way flow between the producer and the receiver or receivers. As adults working with
children we are in a prime position to provide quality learning opportunities supported by pos-
itive adult interactions which will effectively facilitate children’s language development. In
order to do this well we need to understand the process and extend our own knowledge of the
language acquisition process. This chapter highlights some of the key factors but further reading
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is necessary to supplement it. A specific source of information which will develop your under-
standing is the Birth to Three Matters (Sure Start, 2002) materials. Although most practitioners
are now very familiar with the cards in the Birth to Three pack, few seem to have had the oppor-
tunity to explore in detail the CD included in the pack. It is a rich source of information,
suggestions and examples from childcare settings.

Background

Babies are born with the survival instinct to communicate their needs and to have these needs
met. Newborns learn about rhythmic properties of main carers’ language, sounds and move-
ment. These become familiar and predictable over time so providing communication of what is
likely to happen next. Some sounds or movements become linked with providing comfort,
warning or encouragement. A focus of research over recent years has been to explore the com-
munication which may take place while the baby is still in the womb (Karmiloff and
Karmiloff-Smith, 2001; Sure Start, 2002). Undoubtedly, there is still a lot for us to learn about
language and its development, particularly in relation to those very early experiences. Babies
begin to make sounds from the time they are born and receive a response to those sounds. As a
rough guide to babies’ developing relationship with sound:

� 0–3 months – produce non-speech sounds

� 3–4 months – produce vowel-like sounds

� 0–4 months – able to discriminate sound contrasts of all languages

� 9 months – recognise specific sound combinations.

Such guides do not mean that each stage will or should be achieved within the age range but
that our research and experience would suggest that the majority of children will acquire this
learning within this time frame. However, in the case of language, current thinking would indi-
cate that there are identifiable ‘windows of opportunity’ for the development of particular skills.
This is not to say that this is the only time that these skills will develop, but it provides an opti-
mum time for children to take advantage of specific learning opportunities. As the majority of
language and conceptual learning takes place in infancy, this means that there is a significant
responsibility for those working in childcare provision.

Research by Colwyn Trevarthen (1993) explores the evidence that within minutes of being born
children are involved in two-way communication with adults using both noises and body lan-
guage. One of the key elements of this two-way communication is that it must be reciprocal.
The baby reacts very differently to a response that reacts to their own communication than to
one which does not. Trevarthen explored this by videoing a mother involved in a reciprocal
interaction, making sounds and facial expressions which were in tune with her child’s
responses. He then replayed the video to the baby without the mother present. The child could
see the same reactions but they were no longer reactive to how the child was feeling. The child
in this situation lost interest within seconds. Trevarthen suggests that this is evidence that the
responses of the adult need to be ‘tuned in’ to the baby’s current communications. From this
reciprocal experience children begin developing ways of communicating their needs and wants.
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Babies who are deprived of this reciprocal relationship, where the adult is proactive in tuning in
and initiating communication, are likely to give up trying to get a response from the adult if it
continues over an extended period of time. 

It is important for all children that we realise that speech development is only one element of
the broader learning about communication. The links between thought and language are very
complex. In the development of both, access to a rich learning environment and a sensitive
learning companion is essential. As adults, our role is firstly as interpreter, learning about indi-
vidual children and the way they indicate if they are hungry, distressed or happy. The sharing of
this knowledge and understanding, with adults at home, enables us to give children more con-
sistent responses and encourage their attempts at communication. Building a record of the
child’s current communication, possibly through photographs, is one way of ensuring that par-
ents feel involved in their child’s life at the setting. Examples can be included from both home
and the setting to really make it relevant to the child’s development and give every opportunity
for the adults to work together in encouraging the child’s next steps in language development.
Using these examples and our usual observations also provides vital information about the rate
of progress for the child. Dating every piece of evidence relating to the child’s development is
essential (including the year) along with an indication of the context in which the observed
activity took place. Often this rate of progress can be one of the first indicators that the child is
either acquiring skills more or less quickly than would be expected.

Learning in any area of the curriculum is most likely to occur where a child is feeling relaxed,
joyful and experiencing high levels of involvement in an activity. Our observations and interac-
tions with the child become richer if we note the signals which the child gives us to indicate
when they are really involved and enjoying an activity. Ferre Laevers, in his research which
underpins the Effective Early Learning Programme, identifies the following signals which indi-
cate that a child is involved in an activity:

� Concentration – attention solely directed at activity.

� Energy – child is investing a lot of energy and is eager and stimulated.

� Complexity and creativity – working at the edge of their capabilities and
exhibits individuality in the activity.

� Facial expression and posture – duration of concentration at activity, wanting to
continue and put in effort.

� Precision – attention to detail.

� Reaction time – alert and reacts quickly to stimuli.

� Language – language used shows importance of activity.

� Satisfaction – pleased with what they have done.

As we get to know individual children we are increasingly aware of how they would communi-
cate and show these signals of involvement. The expectation is not that the children will
continually show these signals but that we begin to identify the situations in which they are
most likely to be able to get this involved in their learning. 
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Through our developing knowledge of an individual child we are able to take advantage of situ-
ations where we know the child will be most relaxed and motivated. We can then focus on
identifying ways to sensitively support new learning. For very young babies, it is important to
consider the opportunities we offer for them to physically move around to access an activity or
piece of equipment, or gain proximity to other children or adults. These are key ways in which
babies communicate their interest and choice. The use of treasure baskets for young babies is an
ideal opportunity to look for signals which indicate interest in a particular object. Having iden-
tified this interest we are then able to plan our own responses and other opportunities we can
provide to enable the child’s learning to progress through this interest. We can also begin to add
our own language to the child’s responses. This personalises some of the child’s first experiences
of language and can provide a motivator for early attempts at speech. One of the most influen-
tial effects on a child’s language is adult modelling and support in early understanding and
positive responses to attempts at vocalisation. This is true whether a child has any specific diffi-
culties or not. Using routine activities such as getting dressed, eating, drinking, etc. as times to
talk about objects, likes and dislikes, models appropriate language and reinforces appropriate
vocabulary. Our key aim is to give a positive response to a child’s vocalisation and to encourage
more. Using these routine times can also highlight the link between word, context and meaning
for the child. All the children we work with will develop at a different pace, respond differently
to particular situations and gain skills and knowledge in different ways and at different rates.
We are all individuals with different experiences and styles of learning.

As well as encouraging and modelling the speech element of communication children need to
experience being listened to and listening to sounds. Being able to give a baby periods of undi-
vided attention as part of the process of tuning in will provide a deeper quality to the relationship.

The implications of the research findings which lead to the above statements about babies and
young children as skilful communicators and the importance of being together are primarily that
they need relaxed, playful and loving conversations right from birth. (Sure Start, 2002, Literature
review, p. 69)

The use of rhymes and rhythms as part of the sharing of language play are particularly impor-
tant in letting the child explore and experience how language fits together. It allows
internalisation of the form of language without the immediate need for understanding each
individual word. There are also more subtle benefits to the sharing of rhyme and rhythm activi-
ties in that it provides a way of strengthening the relationship between those involved. The
shared experience, eye contact, body language and reciprocal signals can clearly communicate
the enjoyment participants are experiencing. This is also an activity which can encourage closer
partnership with parents. Finding out about rhymes which are, or have been, used within the
family, having them on tape and learning them for use in the setting can be a very proactive way
to link home and setting experiences for the child. It is also useful in showing value and respect
for family culture.

Once the child begins to offer language and specific words, the adults can continue the positive
encouragement and increase the modelling of appropriate language. As they explore new lan-
guage children will inevitably make mistakes and our response in this situation is very
important. We need to be giving consistent messages in encouraging attempts at producing lan-
guage through our expression, body language and verbal response. We can also provide the
corrected language in reflecting back our understanding of what the child has said. This needs
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to be done sensitively without implying that the child has done something wrong which could
stop them trying next time. 

For example, if the child says ‘I goed to the park’, a response might be: ‘You went to the park?
What did you do there?’ This provides the corrected response, extends the interaction, shows
your interest, shows you have been listening and consolidates the relationship between you
both. The same is true of situations where children provide single-word responses. For example,
if a child offers one word, ‘car’, our response could encourage and add to it by saying ’yes, a big
car!’ Again it is worth reflecting on how important it is to respond showing enthusiasm and
pleasure through our facial expression and body language. We all receive more information
from non-verbal communication rather than the actual words which are spoken. Children rely
heavily on the non-verbal clues, particularly in the early stages of language acquisition, so it is
important that we work hard at emphasising our messages about showing interest and enthusi-
asm for what they are saying. 

Levels of understanding and language are often mismatched in the early stages with children
being able to pick out one or two keywords and ‘reading’ the non-verbal communication.
Generally speaking, as adults we offer too much language to children when we are giving an
instruction so it is useful to consider our usual phrases and to check if they give a clear message
and allow the child time to think and carry out the instruction. Photographs of sequences of
events can be very helpful to support understanding of instructions and expectations. 

Although there are many outlines of the developmental stages of language acquisition, one of
the key issues to hold on to is the individual child’s progress and that our expectations are real-
istic for this particular child. There could well be two three-year-olds with vastly different
language abilities and our role would be to adjust our language for each child to support their
understanding. Our observations of their responses and language they offer provides the detail
of their increased understanding and progress.

One element of role modelling which is often overlooked in the busy life of childcare is the way
in which the adults speak to each other. Children will learn more from this than any specific
teaching we may try to use. If we want children to speak kindly, respectfully and listen to each
other, we have to do the same. This is not about remembering one day a week to make a special
effort but finding ways to improve our own communication with our colleagues, using the
same techniques we use to learn about children. This could include:

� finding out about their interests

� listening to them

� making time to share ideas

� talking about shared experiences

� offering genuine compliments.

By considering how we would like others to communicate with us, we can begin to identify
actions which will build more positive relationships with our colleagues.

This role modelling through adult–adult interaction is part of developing a professional per-
sona. Practitioners do not all need to be best friends but do need to be able to work together for
the benefit of the children.
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One language issue which causes considerable concern for both parents and practitioners is
children swearing. I would suggest that the first step is to acknowledge with all parents that at
some time their children will hear and try out a variety of words which we feel are not appro-
priate. In the life of a childcare setting there will periodically be times when the majority of
children seem to be using swear words. Often our first response is to try to find the source and
to have someone to blame for introducing the particular word or words. However, I would see
this as a waste of time and energy. Thinking back to our exploration of language acquisition our
response was crucial in encouraging children to use language. The same is true about swearing.
If we give a significant attention-filled response, positive or negative, we will inadvertently
entrench the use of the swear words. It is far more effective to involve all parents and practition-
ers in responding in an agreed way if they hear children swearing. Our communication with
parents about swearing will be most effective if it is set in the context of children’s learning, for
example celebrating how well children’s language is developing and the ways in which the set-
ting activities support this, and suggesting ways in which language can be encouraged at home.
The swearing can then be introduced as a phase which will happen but may be very short-lived
for some children, longer for others. A final option might be to share the strategies and
approaches which are being employed in the setting and offer the opportunity to discuss indi-
vidual concerns with parents.

This agreed response should be shared in as much detail as possible, including possible phrases
which could be used by the adult. Initially children use swear words without knowing they are
inappropriate so by playing down our response and distracting by praising appropriate words
we can minimise the motivation to repeat the swearing. 

A later stage is characterised by children realising that the words are not acceptable but very
effective in getting a reaction from adults. Often practitioners find themselves saying that the
child knows what they are saying and that it is not acceptable. This is not quite the case I don’t
think. My view would be that the adult’s response has given the child the message that using
swear words is a guaranteed way of getting undivided attention and, even if this is negative, it is
better than no attention.

There also needs to be a general increase in the praise level for appropriate language through
commenting on acceptable words and phrases for all children. With pre-school age children
this may also include making a collection of words and phrases which we use to communicate
our anger, frustration, excitement, etc.

Photographs are essential in sharing information, providing clarity for instructions, helping
children to understand what is going to happen next and as a record of the current level of
learning. Increasingly, practitioners are also using sign systems such as Makaton or Sign and Say
which support children’s understanding of the spoken language and encourage verbal commu-
nication. This use of signs can be very effective in reducing the frustration levels which many
children experience when they are unable to make their needs, wants and emotions clear.

If, from our observations, we feel that a child’s language is not developing as we and their par-
ents would expect, it is useful to eliminate some basic possibilities. For example:
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� Is the child able to hear not just sounds but different pitch and tone?

� Do they have frequent colds which could be affecting the quality of their hearing?

� Are they offering more verbal language in other situations?

� Are they physically able to produce sounds?

As the evidence of concern and discussion with parents increases, the next step is to discuss with
a health professional such as the Health Visitor, Doctor or Speech and Language Therapist. These
professionals will be able to focus on any specific reasons why the child may be having difficulty.
Their suggested strategies will then supplement the specific language development opportunities
you are continuing to provide for the child. The information from other professionals will guide
your differentiation of both the activity and the language offered/expected by adults. For exam-
ple, you might choose rhymes and rhythms, which emphasize particular sounds or combination
of sounds, to help the child begin to notice the contrast or similarity of them.

Our expectations of children’s development and response to this rich language environment is
informed by our knowledge of child development and our knowledge of individual children,
their particular rates of progress and abilities. The Early Years Foundation Stage document
(DfES, 2006), as also in Birth to Three Frameworks, details some of the expected milestones
and developmental expectations. These have been summarised in Table 4.1.

We often hear of the importance of providing a rich language environment for our children and
sometimes it is hard to identify specific elements which would fit with this description. I would
not advocate a checklist approach because the most important factor is the way in which
the elements are used and shared with children. However, the Early Years Foundation Stage
document does suggest the following:

� Providing opportunities for children to communicate thoughts, ideas and feelings and
build up relationships with adults and each other

� Giving opportunities to share and enjoy a wide range of rhymes, music, songs, poetry,
stories and non-fiction books

� Giving opportunities for linking language with physical movement in action songs and
rhymes, role play and practical experiences such as cookery and gardening

� Planning an environment that reflects the importance of language through signs,
notices and books

� Providing opportunities for children to see adults writing and for children to experiment
with writing for themselves through making marks, personal writing symbols and
conventional script

� Providing time and opportunities to develop spoken language through conversation
between children and adults, both one to one and in small groups, with particular
awareness of, and sensitivity to, the needs of children learning English as an additional
language, using their home language when appropriate

� Providing time and opportunities for children to develop their phonological awareness
through small group and individual teaching, when appropriate
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48 Table 4.1 Expected milestones and developmental expectations in the early years

Age range Typical development characteristics

Birth to 11 months Beginning to communicate in a variety of ways, crying, smiling, babbling, squealing to indicate needs 

8–20 months Using vocalisation, movement and expressions to make needs and feelings known

16–26 months Beginning of single-word and sign/symbol use for intentional communication of needs and feelings

22–26 months Significant increase in number of words and sign/symbols used to communicate about things which interest them

30–50 months Linking words and statements, intonation and tone developing. Engaging in familiar rhymes/rhythms
Following instructions, understanding and involvement in stories, beginning questioning. Listening to others, turn taking in
conversations. Significant increase in vocabulary, particularly around topics and people important to them
Beginning to indicate possession through language. Use of language reflects breadth of experience and involvement in activities

40–60+ months Increased confidence in speaking to others, uses talk to gain attention, starts conversation, listens to others, maintains theme
in  own communication. Uses language, signs and symbols for increasing range of purposes

Source: Adapted from Early Years Foundation Stage consultation document (DfES, 2006)
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� Planning opportunities for all children to become aware of languages and writing
systems other than English, and communication systems such as signing and Braille

� Early identification of and response to any particular difficulties in children’s language
development

� Close teamwork between bilingual workers, speech therapists and practitioners, where
appropriate

� Opportunities for children who use alternative communication systems to develop ways
of recording and accessing texts to develop their skills in these methods

(DfES, 2006, p. 42)

Taking account of the developmental milestones and the good practice suggestions provides the
range of possible activities which can be employed to support a child whose language is not
developing as quickly or in the way we would have expected. The same observation, assessment
and next steps approach applies, ensuring that parents are involved and that the next steps are
small enough. 
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Key points

� Babies begin communicating even before they are born.

� Providing an interactive and rich language environment will support
children’s learning.

� Children may not communicate verbally but may use sign language such
as British Sign Language. The same principles would apply in encouraging
communication with adults, children and in display around the setting. 

� Makaton or Sign and Say signing, which encourages language
development, can reduce frustration levels as children acquire vocabulary.

� The interaction with positive, sensitive adults using appropriate vocabulary
is crucial in extending children’s language experience.

� Although expected milestones can be identified, knowledge of the
individual child provides the basis for planning next steps and individual
learning.

� Sharing observations and next steps with parents provides a context for
finding ways of giving individual children the best possible chance of
increasing their confidence in use of language.
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� Is the child able to hear sounds of different pitch and tone?

� Do they have frequent colds which could be affecting the quality of their
hearing?

� Do they offer more language in some situations than others?

� Are they physically able to produce a range of sounds?

� What range of experience of being talked to, sung to, read to and
encouragement to talk has the child had?

� Does the child show any signs of anxiety or shyness?

� Are there any emotional reasons why the child would not want to speak in
front of others?

What could be affecting the child’s language development?

What exactly are your concerns about the child’s language?

Do they relate to:

� the actual sounds the child makes?

� the word order the child uses?

� the time it takes for the child to think of particular words to use?

� the naming of things and categories of things?

� the child’s understanding of what someone says to them?

Things to think about
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Behaviour

We all come into the childcare profession with a range of experiences, attitudes and knowledge.
Behaviour is probably the most contentious and controversial area to be discussed between
childcare practitioners. Often our views are a direct consequence of our own childhood experi-
ences. While we can move our thinking on in relation to other areas of the curriculum, our
views on behaviour are so wrapped up in our beliefs and value systems we find it really difficult
to find our ‘professional view’ in the maze of our personal views. This becomes increasingly evi-
dent the more anxious or challenged we feel. As things get more difficult we retreat further into
the familiar personal views which we hold.

My suggestion would be that the most effective way of thinking consistently about behaviour is
to use the model of thinking which we use for every other area of the curriculum. Firstly, behav-
iour means everything we say and everything we do, not just inappropriate behaviour. It is an
area of learning like any other for which the following observations are true:

� The pace of our learning varies.

� We will learn through imitation, play, role play, trial and error, involvement in
experiential learning opportunities, response and reward, and direct teaching.

� Our experiences vary considerably.

� Our learning can be planned for.

� Appropriate and manageable next steps for learning can be identified.

� Appropriate support from sensitive adults will increase the pace of our learning.

CHAPTER 5

We need to make conscious decisions about what we think about behaviour and how we

are going to help children learn about it. There are some milestones in children’s

developmental understanding of behaviour which we should take into account when

setting our expectations. Thinking of behavioural learning in the same way as other areas

of learning and involving parents in the process of agreeing next steps gives a useful

framework for discussions. Conflict resolution is a hard skill to learn but being consistent in

our approach increases the likelihood of children using the process. Next steps can be

more effectively set if they are based on ‘can do’ statements formulated from observations. 
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� There will be observable evidence of our learning.

� Our understanding and ability is influenced by our development and maturation.

� Consistent responses and messages will increase the pace of our learning.

Our behaviour is integral to our communication particularly before we have mastered fluency in
language. As very young babies we show our reaction to certain situations through our behaviour
and receive a particular response. We cry and are fed, for example. This process relies on an adult
being tuned in to our behaviour and, rather than getting cross that we are crying, is able to interpret
that we are hungry. This sounds so simple when thinking about a young baby but is more complex
as we get older. Our communication becomes more complex, the possibilities of what we are trying
to communicate become greater and the number of adults we are involved with also increases. Table
5.1 gives a rough outline of some of the developmental milestones which we experience as children.

These indications of some of the developmental milestones which occur begin to help us consider
how realistic some of our expectations are in our day-to-day dealing with children. For example, it
would be surprising if a child of two years old was able to understand the conditions under which
particular emotions would be experienced. But we often assume that toddlers are making conscious
decisions about their behaviour when the reality is that they are reacting to our behaviour which we
are not consciously thinking about! This could well be the explanation for much of children’s
behaviour which we dismiss as ‘attention seeking’. If we only give attention to children when they
behave inappropriately, then we are teaching them to behave inappropriately to get our attention.

The amount of learning which takes place for children in their very early years in relation to
behaviour is incredible and it is amazing the extent to which children do understand their own
and other people’s behaviour. The milestones in Table 5.1 are strongly influenced by the pres-
ence of a sensitive carer who is able to offer reciprocal responses to the baby’s communication
and behaviour. This intimate relationship is integral to the baby’s developing understanding
about relationships, behaviour and communication. Initially, it is likely that this relationship
will be between the mother and the baby. In terms of an early years setting this is likely to be
the keyworker. The importance of this relationship cannot be over-emphasised. The support
needed for practitioners, particularly those who are young or inexperienced, to enable them to
be able to sustain such relationships in partnership with the parents, needs to be carefully
thought through, planned for and discussed with parents.

It is often helpful to explore and identify some key messages which, as a setting, you would like
to communicate specifically about behaviour. For example:

� Appropriate behaviour will be noticed and commented on more than
inappropriate behaviour.

� Learning opportunities will be based on what the children can do.

� Any ‘rules’ will be phrased positively to highlight what children need to do
rather than what they should not do.

� Adults will role model appropriate behaviour in their daily activities with each
other, including a variety of ways to share and take turns.

� Parents will be involved in reviewing observations and next steps for children’s
behavioural learning.
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Table 5.1 Some developmental milestones in behavioural learning from birth to 10 years

Age Developmental milestones

Newborns Distinguish mother’s voice from another. From 1 hour to 6 weeks of life – imitate simple movement of the face, head and hand modelled by an adult

2–3 days Discriminate between mother’s face and stranger’s

6 weeks Reproduce facial movement presented by novel social partner after 24 hours 

7 weeks Visual scanning tends to concentrate in eye region 

10 weeks Social behaviour changes appropriately and non-imitatively in response to different facial expressions of their carer. 
Intersubjective activities such as joint attention, joint emotion 

2 months Turn taking, face-to-face interaction

2.5–3 months Social smiles produced in response to another person’s smile

4–5 months Discriminate between emotional expressions (facial and vocal in combination before vocal or facial alone)

7 months Recognise emotional expressions (happy and angry)

8 months Will respond to request to show an adult a toy 

9 months Able to co-ordinate interacting with objects and people at the same time

9–10 months Social referencing 

18 months Start to pretend. Relationships/friendships outside the family begin to develop 

1 year Attach emotional meaning to a particular object in the environment

2 years Able to think about things which are absent or hypothetical. 
Start to understand that intentional states such as feelings or perceptions are directed towards particular targets in the world 
Able to conjure up imaginary states not confused with reality; desires and beliefs projected on to dolls/soldiers/toys; explain and predict people’s behaviour
Actively comfort and hurt others, no longer simply reacting; can anticipate bringing about different emotions in other people
Engaging in teasing and deception 
Most two-year-olds realise you can tell something about how people feel from how they look or behave

2.5 years Start to understand that desires drive our behaviour 

2–3 years Emotional state becomes a goal in itself; actively try to change another person’s emotional state – don’t necessarily experience similar emotion
Understand the connection between desires and actions 

3 years Grasp that their deceptive actions will bring about false belief in another 
Will predict character actions even when beliefs contrast with their own 

3–4 years Understanding of mental life goes through a conceptual revolution

4–10 years Begin to understand the conditions under which pride, shame and guilt are experienced

Source: This information has been collated from Hala (1997), Astington (1993) and Dunn (2004)
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� Expectations of children’s behaviour will be realistic in the context of their age,
stage, ability and understanding.

� Children’s behavioural learning will be planned for in the same way as other
areas of the curriculum.

� Conflict situations will be used to support behavioural learning.

The next step, having identified a collection of key messages, is to discuss with colleagues what
we would see which would tell us that these messages were becoming a reality in our setting.
This then gives us a context in which we can increase the likelihood of the children experienc-
ing a consistent and supportive context for their behavioural learning.

In order that as adults we effectively support children’s behavioural learning we need to make
some conscious decisions about what it is that needs to be learned. Our thoughts around this,
as with all other areas of learning, will be informed by the relevant guidance such as the Early
Years Foundation Stage document. This clearly guides us with principles and practical ways of
supporting the children’s learning and the adult action.

To develop a rich learning environment which encourages behavioural learning we need to con-
sider our setting from the perspective of the individual child. This can help us to be explicit
about the ways in which we help children to: 

� make choices

� communicate their needs appropriately

� access sensitive adults when they need them

� understand about their own feelings

Role-play opportunities
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� understand about others’ feelings

� feel confident in the company of others

� have opportunities for autonomy in their learning.

Considering our routines in the setting in relation to these factors can make a significant difference
to the children’s experience of the day. The Early Years Foundation Stage document states that:

Schedules and routines must be responsive to the children’s needs, to allow all children to have time
to become engrossed and think deeply about what they are doing. Although children need a pre-
dictable environment, this does not equate to rigid routines. (DfES, 2006, p. 8)

Sometimes our routines have a tendency to be driven more by staffing needs for breaks and to
maintain ratios rather than for the benefit of the children. Our first consideration should be to
identify good practice in the experiences provided for the children. The staffing concerns then
need to be addressed to facilitate the improved experiences for the children. One obvious exam-
ple which relates to behaviour is access to outdoor learning spaces. For many children the very
fact that they are able to be involved in a particular activity outside rather than inside will
increase their involvement and reduce the likelihood of distraction into inappropriate behav-
iour. The ideal is that children are able to use both the indoor and the outdoor spaces freely
during the majority of the day. Issues of appropriate clothing for either practitioners or children
should not prevent this from becoming a reality. Physical difficulties with buildings should be
overcome through proactive action planning. It is likely that having free access to outdoor space
will increasingly become essential criteria for parents in their choice of setting.

Considering particular areas in the setting can also help to identify opportunities for children to
access quiet, calming spaces and activities which we have identified as reassuring for them.
Activities which encourage and facilitate children’s opportunity to identify and represent their
emotions can be very effective for some youngsters. Specific equipment and activities which can
enable children to explore, play with and learn about feelings, emotions and behaviour include:

� puppets

� pictures of facial expressions for discussion

� posting boxes to make choices about how they are feeling now

� stories with particular scenarios which can be talked about

� photographs from life in the setting which can be discussed in terms of how
different people may be feeling 

� games involving talking about how individuals might feel in certain situations

� role-play and pretend play opportunities.

It is important to recognise that there are no right or wrong answers in identifying facial expres-
sions. Even as adults we cannot be sure if our interpretation of another’s expression is accurate
unless we can ask the person at the time. Equally, while a particular situation may make me feel
frightened, you may find it exciting so all suggestions should be accepted and talked about with
encouragement to say more about their thinking than just naming the possible emotion.
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Having focused on the physical environment and the ways in which it can support children’s
behavioural learning, the most crucial influence on children’s behavioural learning will be the
quality of the interactions with the adults. Over time this builds into the ethos and predictability
of the responses the child will expect in certain situations. If generally children are not experienc-
ing positive, responsive, secure, safe relationships with the adults in the setting, their behaviour
will change accordingly. They will be likely to respond by trying to gain more individual attention,
over-enthusiastically welcoming visitors, seeking support from each other, and their ability to
become involved in learning opportunities will be reduced. It can be helpful to review the ways in
which we specifically support children’s behavioural learning and the current characteristic behav-
ioural responses of children in order to ensure that our planning is based on what children can do
and the appropriate next steps both for individuals and for the group as a whole.

From an adult perspective the most challenging behavioural situation to deal with is probably
when a conflict occurs between children. Our response is often to take control and impose our
own decisions on the situation. This has the effect of stopping the conflict but does not provide
the children with any learning about how to deal with the next situation when it arises. First, we
have to accept that conflict is an inevitable part of our daily experiences; we will never experi-
ence a day with no conflict between children or adults in an early years setting – this is not a
realistic expectation. Therefore, we need to make some conscious decisions about how we are
going to approach enabling children to learn about effective ways of dealing with conflicts. For
practitioners it is helpful to have a system or framework which is agreed and will be used con-
sistently in the setting. For children this will increase the speed of learning and feelings of
safety. This adult discussion should include consideration of the following questions:
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Independent snacktime
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� Is it appropriate for children to say sorry after an incident?

� Can more attention be given for appropriate behaviour than inappropriate
behaviour in the ‘sorting out’ process?

� In what ways can we ensure that children receive consistent messages about
their behaviour?

� Should children always have to share/take turns with all the equipment/toys
they are using?

� Do all children need to be friends all of the time?

� What do we think is acceptable/not acceptable behaviour for particular age
ranges in resolving conflict, expressing anger/frustration, taking turns, following
adult wishes?

� What influences our decisions about the above with different children? 

From this discussion we can bring together a consensus of how we are going to support chil-
dren’s behavioural learning in our setting. We can then apply this to the process of conflict
resolution. We want children to have the opportunity over time to learn how to resolve their
own conflicts, but it is not realistic to expect this to happen on a regular basis before they reach
an age and stage when they can understand the whole process – possibly once they are adults
and even then there will be some situations in which they (we!) revert to earlier ‘childish’
responses. Currently they are learning through trial and error about what will get them their
own way and how it feels to be involved in conflict. As with all learning, being told once does
not change the behaviour or secure the learning for all situations. 

Our agreed resolution process could be based on a variety of approaches, but generally they
have the same core outline. For example:

1 Find out what has happened

– Take turns

– Listen to each other

2 Reflect what you think has happened

– Is that right?

3 How can we sort it out?

– Each person involved has an opportunity to suggest a solution

4 What could we do differently next time?

5 What will we do now?

Following this process provides opportunity for children to experience and see how they can
have their say and have a solution which makes everyone moderately happy. The key message is
that talking through the situation is a good thing and more effective than hitting, kicking,
screaming, etc. It is important that a variety of solutions are available even if some are provided
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by the adult. This ensures that children are involved in making a choice about which solution
would be most effective for them in this situation. Any suggestions for solutions need to be
valued and considered, with the children being encouraged to try out the one they think will
work. If necessary, the adult can check back later to reflect with the children on whether or not
the solution worked. The greater variety of solutions the children experience and try out, the
more likely they are to be able to find an appropriate solution in different situations. With
older groups it can be useful to collect solutions which have been tried, which can then be
referred to; displaying photographs with some annotation can be particularly helpful.

As with every other area of learning, though, some children (and adults!) really struggle with
behaviour. Sometimes there are medical conditions or experiences which impact on children’s
behaviour and make behavioural learning much more difficult. In the same way as we discussed
sharing the learning journey with parents in Chapter 3, it is essential to establish a positive rela-
tionship with parents and to share our understanding of their child on a regular basis. Behaviour
is often a subject people feel they do not wish to discuss in any depth; we feel defensive as if the
child’s behaviour is our fault and that we should be able to fix it, even when we feel completely
overwhelmed and at our wits’ end. This is true for parents and practitioners alike at some stage.
From our very first conversation with parents we need to show and involve them in our approach
to focusing on behavioural learning. We can find out about current ways in which the child uses
their behaviour to communicate and compare their responses to different situations. 

As a parent generally we want our child to be ‘good’ but we have not always thought this
through in detail or applied it to situations where we are not present. Our children are suddenly
exposed to larger numbers of children and adults than they have had to deal with before and
we expect them to respond in the same way as they have done with fewer children and adults.
Our role as practitioners is to maintain realistic expectations of individual children and to keep
focused on helping them to make progress in their behavioural learning. To do this we can
share our observations and next steps as we would do for any other area of learning, involving
the parents in agreeing the strategies we will use. 

One of the major difficulties for behavioural learning is ensuring that we make the next steps small
enough and focused enough to give the child the best possible chance of success. A technique which
can be helpful is to make a list of ‘can do’ statements from your observations which can then form
the basis of your next steps. If the ‘can do’ statements contain the following elements:

� observable behaviour

� context

� time

then you will have a statement like this:

Ahmed can sit still and quiet on the carpet for a story with an adult for one minute.

This statement can then become a next step by changing just one element, for example:

Ahmed will sit still and quiet on the carpet for a story with an adult for three minutes.
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Any change to the time needs to be realistic in relation to your knowledge of the individual
child, not related to what other children at the setting can currently manage. The next stage is to
agree what adult actions need to take place to support Ahmed to achieve the next step. This is
likely to include the four ‘Ps’:

� Prepare

� Prompt

� Practise 

� Praise.

Adults can then agree the ways in which they will help Ahmed to:

� prepare for storytime, perhaps sharing a photograph of previous enjoyment of
storytime

� prompt, either using gestures (Makaton sign for sit, thumbs up, etc.) or quiet
verbal prompts to encourage appropriate responses

� practise at other times – for example, if Ahmed happens to sit for three minutes
during music time or in a smaller group, reflect on how he was able to manage
this and link with being able to do this for storytime

� receive praise – not all children respond well to loud public praise. What is
most appropriate and effective for Ahmed?

When agreeing next steps with parents it is useful to consider a realistic timescale within which to
review progress and how you will both be able to compare evidence and views of his progress.

If a pattern develops in relation to a particular child’s behavioural learning which suggests that
there are difficulties in this area, we will have evidence of the ‘can do’ statements, next steps and
adult actions we have used so far. This information is very helpful for communicating exactly what
is happening for the child and showing the reasons for concern. If parents have been involved in
this process from the beginning, it is more likely that their views and yours will be similar about
the level of concern. The discussion then becomes about what further advice or help is available for
you both to access. To support the parent with this decision it is helpful if you can accurately
explain what the process would involve. For example, would someone come to the setting or
home, would the parent have to take the child somewhere, what sort of action might be taken,
what information would be recorded and where would it be kept? If you are unsure about the
answers to these questions, it can be helpful to check them out before talking to the parent but
without giving names or details related to your enquiry until you have the parents’ consent.
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Once advice from other professionals has been given, it is important that you implement it and
maintain the process of observation and review with parents to provide feedback about the
effectiveness of the advice or strategies suggested.

Although behaviour is one of the issues which raises the most anxiety it is also the area which is
one of the most rewarding to be able to help children learn about.

The photocopiables that follow provide a possible format for recording ‘can do’ statements,
next steps and adult actions – photocopy the sheets back to back.

Key points 

� Treating behaviour in the same way as other areas of learning helps to
provide a planning process for us to use.

� Our expectations of children’s understanding need to be realistic and
informed by developmental milestones and knowledge of the individual
child.

� Providing a rich learning environment includes thinking about
opportunities for behavioural learning.

� Planning processes are the same for behaviour as any other area of
learning.

� ‘Can do’ statements formulated from observations help to construct
effective next steps.

� Identifying adult actions increases the likelihood of giving children the
best possible chance to achieve their next step.

� Involving parents in discussions about behavioural learning from the start
of your relationship helps to provide a shared understanding of any
specific concerns which might arise.
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Child’s name: DOB:

Date:

‘Can do’ statements, from observation on: _____________ Focus for
(Note observable behaviour, context and length of time) next step 
_______________________(child’s first name) can: (tick if yes)

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

Priorities for next step (change one element of ‘can do’ Date achieved 
statement to make next step)

––––––––––––––––––––    (child’s first name) will:

1

2

3

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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Details of adult actions to support _______________ to achieve next step

Next step number Adult action Impact:

(prepare, prompt, practise, praise) Very effective (VE)

Effective (E)

Not effective (NE)
_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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Social communication

From the information in Chapter 4 we can see that the development of language and commu-
nication is a very complex process. Babies are born with a predisposition to language which
then develops as they mature. There are some predictable milestones which we would expect a
child to experience but the age range for individual children will of course be variable.

The development of language is only a part of social communication. Once we start to put language
in the context of social communication the process becomes considerably more complex. Each of us
gives and receives messages and makes sense of the world around us in a variety of ways including:

� Facial expressions

� Body language

� Touch

� Spoken word

� Signs and gestures

� Intonation

� Visual images.

This is a very complex set of information which we are able to accept, process and make sense
of before responding. We do it without thinking consciously much of the time. The fact that it is
such a complex process obviously means that there is a range of things which might not
progress as expected. This need not be an indication of a severe, long-term difficulty or disability.

CHAPTER 6

The development of social competency is a very complex process of which language is

a major part. We seldom take time to think about what skills, understanding and

knowledge are needed to support our social communication. If we treat social

communication in the same way as we treat other areas of the curriculum, then we can

apply the same skills. This enables us to break down the learning for the child and

focus on our role in finding ways to make the learning more manageable for each child. 
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What is important is that, as practitioners, we are able to use our observations and detailed next
steps to evidence the child’s individual progress. The observation would give the opportunity to
compare responses to different contexts, people and activities. Our evidence gathering then
enables us to look for patterns which can inform our planning.

As we have discussed in earlier chapters, it is essential to share the observation, assessment and
planning process with parents and that they are able to contribute to it. This is particularly
useful if we begin to see a pattern of observation which suggests that the child’s skills and
knowledge are not progressing as we would have expected.

In the area of communication, it is not just the ability to use language or signs to make our
needs known but the willingness and desire to do so. A child may have all the skills and ability
needed to communicate but no desire or willingness to do so. There can be many reasons for
this, and, of course, it is dependent on the child’s age and general developmental stage. 

A child’s personality – being quiet, shy, loud, extrovert and so on – will directly impact on their
willingness and desire to interact with others. Previous experience is often difficult to gather
information about but will make quite a difference to a child’s reactions. In our current society it
is common for children to experience group childcare from two years old, if not before. This is
very different from a few years ago when, for most children, the first experience of group care
was entry to school. Being one of a group in the shared care of a small number of adults makes
significant demands on an individual’s social understanding. The first social relationship a child
develops is with their main carer. This relationship is initially focused on survival and the basic
needs of food, warmth, safety. However, these needs are very hard to separate from the emo-
tional element which provides the basis for communication, relationships and future learning.
The quality of the first relationship provides a model which future relationships will add to and

Going on a journey together
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be compared with. This is not done consciously but we gradually build up a picture and expecta-
tions of what a relationship is and the part we play in its success. If in this first relationship we
experience our needs being met appropriately, adequate amounts of attention and reciprocal
communication, then our unconscious expectation would be that the next relationship would
follow a similar pattern. To suddenly go from a small number of familiar, predictable relation-
ships to a large number of new and unpredictable relationships can be a very scary experience
for anyone, never mind a young child. If the new set of relationships are based on the same
values and principles as those established at home, then the readjustments are less dramatic and
mainly focus on finding our place in the new group. However, this is a difficult situation to
create: we can only try to get as close to it as possible. The more we understand about the chil-
dren and their families when youngsters first come to our setting, the more chance we have of
understanding how complex they may find settling in to the culture of the setting. 

The process of allocating a keyworker becomes extremely important and this relationship will
be significant, especially in the first few weeks, in helping children feel safe and valued as they
have done at home. From the adults’ point of view it may be easier for each keyworker to have
the same number of children allocated on a first come, first served basis. From the child’s point
of view it could make a huge difference if there was some thought given to matching personal-
ity and ethnicity, building on initial joint interest or experience. The role of keyworker needs to
be clearly described and discussed so that all staff feel confident in their role when children first
attend the setting and able to maintain the relationship when things are difficult as well as
when they are going smoothly. The impact on the child of seeing significant adults working
together harmoniously will be very positive and supportive. 

It is likely that one of the strangest things to get used to, for children when they attend childcare
settings, will be sharing adult time with so many other children. Although they will not have
experienced exclusive attention all of the time, sharing with even three other children and the
usual demands of daily life can be quite a shock. The first social need for the children, then, is
to find an effective way to gain adult attention when they need it. If the culture of the setting is
such that more of the phrases and interaction involving adults are about telling children what
they should not be doing, then this is likely to give the message to children that most attention
is given for inappropriate behaviour. This then becomes a vicious cycle with children using such
behaviour to gain our attention and us giving more and more attention to the inappropriate
behaviour. It is more effective to ensure that most comments and attention are directly focused
on praising and telling children what it is they are doing which is appropriate and desirable.
Once they have begun to establish a positive relationship with their keyworker, this then pro-
vides children with the basis for relationships with other adults and children. The keyworker
role at this point is to ensure that other adults understand the ways in which the child commu-
nicates, comments and responds. This has a positive effect and can encourage the child to take
part in activities with increased confidence. This also needs to happen in the process of estab-
lishing relationships with other children, with the adult mediating and interpreting intentions
to support positive experiences for the majority of situations.

C06  15/2/07  2:31 pm  Page 65



IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS

66

Looking after each other

‘ Is it better to wear trousers at nursery?’
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Very quickly it will become apparent that some children, through their personality, tempera-
ment, previous experience or current supportive relationships, are able to manage their
transition into the group situation with ease. As with every other area of learning, some chil-
dren will find this considerably more difficult than others. From the practitioners’ perspective
understanding how difficult the settling time can be helps to provide a context which enables
them to think about the child’s social progress in the same way as other areas of learning. This
focus on what the child ‘can do’ currently enables consideration of appropriate, achievable next
steps with identifiable adult actions which will support the child’s social learning.

Firstly, observations will give a clear picture of the child’s current way of approaching others to
make contact. This may range from hitting out to smiling and asking to play. The role of the
adults is to consider the intention of the communication and to support the use of more appro-
priate ways of getting the child’s message across or extending their current skill level. So, for
example, if a child currently hits out, it is the role of the adults to look for the communication
in this response. This should not be a random guess but a hypothesis based on the evidence
contained in our observations. The observations need to be factual and relate to a variety of
situations and times of day. 

Although some strategies and small step learning will be focused on individual children, we
also need to review the ways in which we are supporting the social learning for all children. As
adults we often expect that children will gradually absorb the social expectations we and the
group make. Increasingly, I feel we need to be more explicit about the learning which needs to
take place and the ways in which we:

� introduce the ideas

� involve the children in deciding on appropriate social communication

� revisit and extend learning for all children.

6 ■ SOCIAL COMMUNICATION
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Looking after the babies together
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If we look at social communication in the same way as other areas of learning, these elements
are part of the normal teaching and learning process. Our role is ensuring that whatever starting
point children are currently at, we give them the best possible chance to achieve the next step in
their learning. 

Following a child’s progress through the possible milestones set out in Table 6.1 gives us an
opportunity to use our knowledge and understanding of individual children to support their
learning and to think about what the next step might be. There are deliberately no age ranges
included in this outline because the journey will take considerably longer for some children
than others and the contextual influence will be significant. The contextual influence is just as
significant for children as for adults, so we may feel relaxed and confident at home or shopping
and be able to respond in a mature and socially competent way. However, at work we may feel
more anxious or worried which would reduce our confidence and make it more difficult for us
to respond in that same mature and socially competent way. Even if children seem to have a
secure understanding of some of the social situations and responses they will be unable to use
them appropriately on some occasions. This could either be because of the strength of emotion
being experienced or the context in which the situation has occurred.

Although there are no age ranges or even a strict order to developing the understanding and
social competencies described in Table 6.1, we will begin to build a picture of an individual
child’s progress through our observations. Undoubtedly, some children will appear to get stuck
at a particular stage, just as they do in other areas of learning. It is our role to notice this and to
find ways of helping their learning and experience to move on. If we notice such a situation and
feel that the rate of progress is not as we would expect for a given child, as a first step it is impor-
tant to share this concern with others. From a practitioner’s perspective it is important to discuss
concerns both with more experienced colleagues and with parents. As we gain professional
experience we have a wider range of children and their different responses to use as an idea of
what is likely or unlikely in terms of children’s development. This range of experience needs to
be constantly reviewed and challenged so that we don’t slip into thinking that if we have met
one child who responds in a particular way and was later diagnosed with a particular condition,
that all children who respond in that way will have the same outcome. The process of diagnosis,
especially in the area of social and communication abilities, is seldom straightforward – mainly
because of the complex interaction of skills, understanding, experiences and abilities.

In order to be able to communicate we need to:

� have something to communicate

� be able to remember what we want to communicate

� be able to use a communication system to pass on the information

� be able to give the information meaning

� know if the message has been received by another

� be able to recognise the impact the message has had on another.

This is a tall order when you begin to think about it in terms of a young child’s learning capac-
ity and understanding. We will gradually learn through our observations that particular
children are finding elements of this process very difficult. For example:
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� being able to hold on to what they want to say for long enough to organise
their communication system

� being able to generate their own independent thinking rather than using
repeated phrases provided by others

� needing to repeat a message several times because they are unclear if it has been
received

� struggling to identify the impact their communication has had so increasing the
strength with which it is delivered, e.g. shouting, changing tone, physical
gestures, etc.

� coping with increased anxiety or emotion while trying to deliver their message

� being able to take sufficient time to communicate what they want others to know

� coping with another’s full attention while they try to collect their thoughts and
communicate their message

� tune out other things which are going on around them while they concentrate
on their communication.

All of these suggestions may well be indicators of a particular condition, syndrome or disability
but they are also common stages and difficulties which children and adults experience in their
daily communication with others. There is a healthy balance which can be struck between sup-
porting individual learning and awareness of current difficulty with anxiety about possible
longer-term concerns and possible future diagnosis. This balance can best be achieved through
sharing concerns with parents and colleagues in a professional way and firmly based on
observation-based evidence. If the concern goes on for longer than would be anticipated by all
the adults involved, then the next step is to seek advice from other professionals. The evidence
which has been collected in the form of observations which provide information about:

� the learning opportunities

� rate of progress

� strategies used

� indication of why this issue is causing concern 

� adult action and strategies which have been tried

will give other professionals a clear picture of what can be tried next to support the child’s
learning. Although sometimes practitioners and parents can feel it is important to gain a diag-
nosis of some kind, this in itself will not make any difference to the child’s responses. The
diagnosis has more impact on the adult understanding of the child and gives a justification for
why the child may be having difficulty. While I agree there are some times when a diagnosis is
helpful in guiding future thinking, I believe that through focusing on providing the best possi-
ble chance for learning which is based on sound knowledge and understanding of the child we
are most likely to really help the child to overcome any current difficulties. We are learning
companions and have the role of being an advocate for all children even if sometimes we find
their responses difficult to deal with ourselves.
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The photocopiables that follow provide a possible format for recording observation notes, further
action and contact with other agencies.

Key points

� Language development is complex and forms one part of the development
of social communication skills.

� As adults we often struggle with social competence and different contexts
can make it either easier or harder for us.

� We seldom share our social communication skills in a professional way
with children to support their learning.

� Although each individual child will learn at a different rate and in a
different way we can identify some key skills and stages in learning.

� Once the stages have been identified we can be clear about the type of
support we can give to provide children with the best possible chance of
developing social competence.

� Some of the difficulties which children experience may well be indicators
of more long-term needs and possibly even a future diagnosis of a
condition or disability.

� Our role is to gather factual evidence through our observations of the
child’s response to learning activities and day-to-day situations. We need to
do this from the perspective of the child’s best interests without our own
value judgements.
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Table 6.1 Helping chidren to meet developmental milestones in social communication

Child activity Adult support

Responding to adult smiles, cooing, etc. Frequent engagement in reciprocal communication, imitating child’s actions and sounds. Try to identify toys, objects, people
who generate positive response 

Imitating facial expression and noises Develop ‘conversation’ with turn taking for brief spells, e.g. two turns of surprise response

Initiating sound imitation with some turn taking Use games and rhymes (e.g. round and round the garden, peekaboo), to encourage longer turn taking and higher interest
levels. Change turn taking by holding child’s hand to do round and round the garden on your hand

Beginning to use sounds to attract attention, Encourage positive communication between children both the same age and older. Interpret sounds and signals for both
maintain contact with another children, e.g. ‘You’re looking away now; I think you’ve had enough of this game now’. Use explanation to help children

understand their own and others’ possible feelings. Use lots of rhymes, action and rhythm games to enable children to build
and reinforce relationships with each other

Using a variety of methods to gain attention Use predictable phrases to ask children to play. Through observation make a collection of words children in the setting
from others including verbal, physical and use to indicate they would like to play. Use these as the basis of your modelling and suggestions. Give lots of praise when you 
facial expressions hear the phrases being used. Give clear, simple message that we should talk first. If physical activity develops into hurting,

give clear messages that this is not acceptable but think about what is being communicated and encourage a different way of
expressing. Reflect back to children how you think they might be feeling and why you think that, e.g. ‘Your eyebrows are very
crinkled; I think you might be feeling cross’ before trying to find out or suggest why

Some conflict occurs relating to wanting own way, Use a predictable process for resolving conflict. Encourage children to be involved in deciding the solution and make all the
a particular toy or frustration about not being thinking explicit: ‘I think that might have made you feel sad if Joey broke your model’. Interpret any communication the child 
able to do something might offer. ‘I hate you’, for example, is often used to communicate just how much a child wants something so the reframing

could be ‘You really wanted to go on the bike very much’. Use stories and role-play situations to enable children to practise
without feeling the strength of emotion

Finding communication which will enable Highlight the words/phrases which are currently being used in the setting for children to indicate they would like to join in.
joining a game Praise children who use the phrases and those who let the child join in the game/activity. Model the phrases when you ask

children to join you for an activity. Encourage children to find as many different ways of asking as possible. Use stories,
puppets and role play to explore the possible scenarios

Finding communication which will maintain a Listen for things children currently say to each other during anactivity. These phrases are important to build connections 
relationship for the length of the game between those involved. These are the phrases which no matter what words are used give the message that ‘it would be good

to play with you again’. Model some phrases when you are involved in an activity with a group of children, e.g. ‘That was kind
when you gave the dice to Shamina. You are doing well, Alesha, you have five teddies already’ etc.
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72 Table 6.1 Continued

Finding acceptable ways of saying they don’t Identify phrases which children can use to say they do not wish to play. Highlight the phrases with the whole group. Clarify 
want to play with all children that it is OK to say they do not want to play sometimes. Talk about the fact that this just means that you don’t

want to play this game now, not that you never want to play or that you will never be friends with the person asking you to
play. Praise appropriate use of phrases, exploring possible reasons why someone might not want to play, e.g. feeling tired, sad,
excited about something else, involved in another activity, don’t like the game, want to be inside/outside at the moment, etc.
Use stories, puppets and role play to explore the possibilities

Finding acceptable ways of expressing anger, This is one of the hardest things for children to begin to understand. Adults have very high expectations of children which they
sadness, fear, excitement, frustration, etc. cannot always fulfil themselves! Make sure the message you give is that it is OK to feel any of these emotions and that there

are different ways of expressing them. Help children to explore what kind of things make them feel each of the emotions. Make
a collection of different ways in which these could be expressed appropriately. Remember that when we feel any strong
emotion our thinking skills are hijacked and we are not able to think through all the consequences of our actions. Discuss with
colleagues what will be considered acceptable expression of some of the feelings and the ways in which we will encourage
children to try responding that way. There may be particular areas of the room which children can use to have a little time
away from a difficult situation. Be realistic in your expectations of individual children: think of the last time you were angry;
were you able to calmly tell a grownup what was wrong? Use stories, puppets and role play to explore the possibilities

Finding acceptable ways to ask for help Collect observations of when individual children have indicated that they need help. Use an appropriate word or phrase
which they can begin to use to get help. Ensure that all adults know about and respond appropriately to both the indication
and the phrase. Add the word or phrase to a collection which the children suggest and are used regularly in the group. These
will start off as one word and gradually build to 2- or 3-word phrases

Recognising own feelings Use mirrors, pictures of facial expressions, stories, puppets to extend children’s awareness of the variety of expressions and possible
feelings which might be linked with them. From observations identify signals which children give to indicate how they are feeling,
e.g. change in facial expression, body language, going to a particular area of the room, going to a particular adult or child

Recognising feelings of others As above, but exploring how different characters in a story might feel about one situation. Use real situations and photographs
to talk about how someone might feel then check out with them if the suggestion was accurate. Encourage children to suggest
a variety of feelings; there is no right or wrong answer no matter how obvious it might look to us! Value each response without
making a judgement about its accuracy. Give the clear message that in a slightly different situation the child may well have felt
like that. It is important that we help children to understand that people have different feelings about the same situation but
that we can get clues about how they might be feeling

Helping other children if hurt or wanting a These tend to be just occasional events to start with but if we canpraise and talk through the feelings which each child could 
particular toy have experienced, then we are most likely to increase the frequency of it happening. Role model appropriate ways to offer

and receive help. Remember, sometimes children don’t want to be helped and we jump in a bit too quickly

Initiating and maintaining relationships with Gradually children begin to piece together previous experienceto work towards this ideal. However, as very few of us as 
other children and adults, including being able adultscan achieve this consistently, it is a totally unrealistic expectation of young children!
to resolve conflicts or differences of opinion
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Child’s name:              DOB:

Date: 

Context: Where? What activity? Time of day? Who with (adults and children)? 

Time What I saw

Observation notes

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP

C06  15/2/07  2:31 pm  Page 73



Child’s name:             DOB:

Observation date:

Discussion date:

Those involved in discussion:

Things noted from  Action to be taken Impact of action
observation  (learning and date completed
opportunities offered, rate of
progress in learning, response to adult
strategy, indication of concern)

Notes from discussion about observation
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Child’s name: DOB:

Concern Shared with Date
(from observation discussion (contact name and title,
date ___________) e.g. Health visitor etc.)

Completed by: 

Following up concerns and contacting other agencies
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Able and talented

CHAPTER 7

It is tempting to focus on offering learning opportunities which are related to the

child’s area of ability in a narrow or closed way. Offering open-ended problem-solving

opportunities enables children to deepen and broaden their learning. Our good

practice of observation, assessment and planning for individual learning is crucial in

supporting children who are able and talented. There can be significant challenges for

adults working with children who ask questions we can’t answer. Sharing

understanding of the child’s learning with parents provides the opportunity to

combine the advantages of both environments to foster the child’s particular talent

and general learning. 

We all have such a lot to learn from each other

C07  15/2/07  2:33 pm  Page 76



Usually, when we think about children with special educational needs (SEN), we focus on
those for whom there are barriers to learning and achievement. Children, in the early years,
who are able and talented often present as being able to learn quickly and make links between
their learning with ease. We are all very aware that all children learn skills and concepts at dif-
ferent rates and often in different ways. This rate of progress is seldom consistent and
sometimes seems to slow right down for a short spell. To make things more complicated this is
true of each separate area of learning. It is all the more important to ensure that we collect a
broad range of observations to evidence a child’s current learning across different areas of the
curriculum. For most children we know there are skills, activities and situations which they find
easier than others. In our observations and next step planning we need to take account of this
knowledge to extend the opportunities we offer to children to support their learning. It is very
tempting to provide more of the things that they can do, or to move to more formal learning
such as worksheets of numbers, letters, addition sums. We tend to do this, I think, because we
feel that this will prepare them for what we assume will be on offer at school. However, it is
more helpful if we use the knowledge and experience we have gained about how children learn
and the role we play in that process. Rather than narrowing the learning opportunities to work-
sheet or more formal activities it is more effective to try to broaden the opportunities on offer. 

The crucial information which we need is the evidence from our observations. This provides us
with detailed information which can help us plan activities and opportunities which children
are likely to engage in and find challenging. Our observations need to provide a range of infor-
mation about each child. For example, in what way do the children prefer to be involved with
their learning?

� Hearing about it from an adult or child first.

� Watching others doing it first.

� Trying it out themselves then talking about it with others.

� Seeing what others have done in pictures or photographs before attempting
anything themselves.

From our observations we can begin to build a detailed picture of the child’s preferred approach
to a new activity and this will give us some indication of the learning style which they find most
helpful. Most of us use a variety of learning styles in different situations, but if presented with a
difficult new piece of learning, we would be likely to have a preference regarding the way it was
introduced. This will be mainly one of the following:

� Visual – through pictures, diagrams, etc.

� Auditory – hearing sounds or words.

� Kinaesthetic – involving movement and action.

It is then possible to link this information with the signals we see which tell us that the child is
really involved in their current activity. For example, a child who is totally involved in an activity
will not be easily distracted by what is going on around them; they may tend to stand or sit in a
particular way, have a particular facial expression and ways of moving. By identifying these
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clearly and looking for them during our observations we can build an evidenced picture of the
child’s learning style and the activities which they tend to be most involved in. Providing a
balance of child-initiated and adult-initiated activities contributes to our understanding of the
things which particularly interest and motivate the child. The gathering of this detailed infor-
mation is of course important for all children but can be especially useful when it comes to
children who show signs of being more able. It could be tempting to spend less time observing
and looking at the evidence we gather for children whose learning progresses almost in spite of
us. However, the Every Child Matters agenda and the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted)
framework help to focus our minds on ‘What is the child’s experience of being in this setting?’
Thinking about this, both from the perspective of one day’s experience as well as over longer
periods of time, can help us to look at what we are offering each child. The purpose of the
Ofsted question and the situation we are developing is that, through the opportunities and
environment, we offer each child an experience of purposeful, active learning on a daily basis.
Our own evaluation of the day should include reflection on how effective our organisation and
interactions have been in facilitating individual children’s learning.

In building up our knowledge and evidence of individual children’s learning patterns we can
begin to see which areas of learning are their strengths and which are developing more slowly.
This overall pattern can highlight areas of particular ability and talent. It may be that a child’s
overall learning pattern shows a balance of high achievement across all areas of the curriculum
or that there are specific areas which show high achievement and understanding. The pattern
across different areas of learning is important because it can have an impact on the social inter-
actions which a child develops and the learning opportunities we offer.

For a child who has a particular area of learning which they understand more readily than their
peers, the communication with those peers can be problematic. From the child’s perspective,
their thinking is far ahead of the other children and their level of understanding, providing self-
motivation to discover new things. For young children, their level of maturity and experience
would be unlikely to enable them to patiently help another child towards understanding what
they find easy. This can develop a sense of frustration but also a feeling of being different and
possibly isolated. The response of the adult is crucial in protecting both the child’s individual
level of knowledge and the other children’s developing understanding. The other important
factor is to consider the impact on the self-esteem of the children. 

As individuals we need to feel competent, accepted and valued by those around us, particularly
those who are important to us. As adults, trying to keep up with a child who has particular
talent can be very challenging and can contribute to us not feeling competent. This can, in turn,
make us feel irritated with the child involved. 

But it is important to look at challenging their problem solving and conceptual understanding
rather than just repeating what we know they can already do. For example, children who partic-
ularly like playing with numbers and find it easy to collect specific numbers of objects, find
numerals, even combine groups of numbers don’t need endless practice of these skills. They
need opportunities to apply their skills to real situations and to explore problems which
involve numbers in their solution. 

Providing a worksheet for them to complete will not provide an opportunity for the develop-
ment of this creative and complex type of thinking. Giving children breadth of experience and
variety of experiences to explore and add to their conceptual thinking ensures that they are able
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to apply their knowledge and skills when appropriate. For example, combining a child’s interest
in cars with their ability with number could result in an activity related to finding a way of com-
paring how fast or how far the cars can travel relative to each other. In the first instance, the
child may try working with a friend and pushing the cars along the floor. This provides the
opportunity to talk with the children about:

� how to record how far they have travelled

� whether or not it is always the same

� what happens if different children push the cars

� how the amount of push could be the same for all cars

� what would happen if we wanted to compare five cars at the same time

� what would happen if this was done on a different surface

� how you could explain to someone else how to repeat the comparison between
the cars.

It would be much quicker for the adult to provide two cars and to tell the children how to
enable both cars to start ‘fairly’, letting go rather than pushing them. The amount of learning
and understanding on the child’s part would be considerably reduced. It is the posing of

Problem solving
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questions, particularly the ‘What if …?’ questions, which provide support for children to focus
their thinking and problem-solving skills. The process of trying out possible ideas, sharing sug-
gestions with other children and using the things that go wrong to build the next solution is
what makes the activity so much richer than just getting it ‘right’. In some cases this can be very
challenging for the adults providing this learning activity. Mainly this is when the children
begin to explore ideas that we would never have thought of at their age or in some cases even
now as adults. As adults our experience of learning is of course very different from the children
we are working with today. For many of us, we remember most clearly our secondary schooling,
which is generally more formally based than the children in our settings are likely to experi-
ence. The curriculum offered in our schools has broadened and deepened since we were
involved in it, even if this was only a year ago! The nature of knowledge and understanding is
that it continues to increase and expand because we are always building on the work others
have done before us. We cannot unknow things which are known. This means that the learning
which we were involved in at secondary school, for example understanding which foods are
healthy and nutritious, is now being explored at a much earlier age and stage. The children we
are working with now will be the adults who extend the knowledge, understanding and concep-
tual boundaries that are currently in place.

In some cases working with children who are likely to be able and talented can be quite a
threatening and deskilling experience. Frequently the child will be able to formulate questions
which we would never have thought of, or know the answer to. In a situation where we usually
have the position of holding most knowledge, this can feel quite uncomfortable. The important
thing to consider is the way in which we respond to those challenging questions. Our priority
needs to be to encourage and support children’s learning and discovery at their level. To do this
effectively we need to value their questions, knowledge and understanding by responding posi-
tively and enabling them to explore ways of extending their learning. To take the role of
learning companion and to encourage children’s exploration through our own questioning and
prompting can be a really valuable experience for children. We can focus our own responses
and questions on encouraging more exploration which helps children take another step on
their learning journey.

Without doubt there will also be frustrations for the children themselves, which can be related
to a variety of issues. Likely areas which can result in feelings of frustration are:

� thinking/working faster than physical ability

� thinking/working faster than language ability

� others not understanding what you mean

� finding the vocabulary to describe what you can visualise

� finding the equipment/tools which will do what you need

� not being taken seriously

� others thinking you are ‘only playing’ when you are trying to work something out
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� others not wanting to spend time with you because they see you as being much
‘cleverer’ than them

� being teased and made fun of because you get so involved in a particular area of
interest

� feeling reluctant to engage in activities that you are not so able to do.

As adults we often make assumptions about children’s learning and understanding and it is par-
ticularly important, where a child presents as able and talented, that we understand that this
level of ability may not extend to all areas of learning. It is our role to explore ways of increasing
the child’s confidence in areas which they find more challenging. This may include identifying
ways to sensitively use their areas of strength and ways of problem solving to apply to other
learning. One of the great challenges for all children is often social and emotional understand-
ing and developing positive friendships with others. This can be particularly difficult if you are
viewed as having knowledge and understanding which others do not share. It reduces the
opportunity for equal shared conversation about tasks because one child has so much more
understanding but lacks the maturity to be able to engage another child sensitively in joint
learning. Clearly the adult has a role in mediating between children and providing a bridge
between the different levels of understanding so that it does not adversely affect either
self-esteem or social connection between the children.

The same good practice suggestions about sharing the learning journey with parents applies
where children display particular areas of ability and talent. A particularly useful way of record-
ing and sharing the child’s experiences is to use photographs with your observations and
annotations of the learning which has taken place. Children themselves are likely to find using
a camera very helpful, and quick, to record their activities. These photographs can be compiled
into books so that both adults and children can revisit previous learning, share ideas with
others and review their own thinking process.
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In the same way that we, as practitioners, may feel challenged by able children and have to
think carefully about the learning activities we offer, parents may often have concerns about
whether their child is getting the best opportunities. Particularly with younger children, there
may be a temptation to think that the best approach is to concentrate only on the child’s area of
talent in the belief that they will be able to develop their other learning once they are older.
This would have most impact in the realm of social and emotional understanding and develop-
ing relationships with other children of a similar age. Often, able children will find it easier to
relate to older children and adults. However, being able to initiate and establish relationships is
something which we need to explore as a developmental process. Generally, we are more able
to be tolerant of those younger than us. If we are developing relationships only with those older
than us, we will be less likely to need to learn about the impact of our own behaviour on the
relationship. Any interaction is a combination of the behaviour and response of each person
involved. Under the umbrella of ‘behaviour’ is included the facial expression, body language,
tone of voice, personal space and understanding of the person. These are complex things to
learn about and yet we all use them constantly every day. We have learned about them mainly
through trial and error from those younger, older, and the same age as ourselves. The balance is
important, as is the support from adults when difficulties occur. It is a major part of the adults’
role in an early years setting to understand and plan for the developing social understanding of
all children who attend.

Through our process of observation and assessment and identifying next steps for children’s
learning, we do need to consider what we would see which would lead us to think a child might
be able or talented. We can be easily led into very stereotypical approaches in our thinking and
to only consider specific areas of the curriculum as possible areas of special ability. The key fac-
tors which would highlight a child’s particular ability will be the same for all areas of learning
and all children: namely, level of involvement, evidence of independent understanding, appli-
cation of learning, evidence of conceptual knowledge and rate of progress. We probably feel
relatively confident in thinking about these elements in relation to musical, numerical and lan-
guage ability, but we can support children best if we extend our thinking to other areas of the
curriculum. For example, some children may develop a particularly scientific approach to their
learning which is evidenced both through their developing understanding in the area of
Knowledge and Understanding of the World and in their way of tackling new learning. Perhaps
they are particularly able to gather detailed information, use previous learning and logically
apply this to the new situation and produce original ways of solving the problems presented. In
Creative Development, certain children may develop very comprehensive understanding of dif-
ferent materials and ways to combine them to express themselves with originality. Probably the
most unlikely areas for us to consider as a particular ability would be Personal, Social and
Emotional learning. However, being able to recognise, express and learn about your own emo-
tions and the feelings of others appropriately is a set of skills which can play a major part in
children’s future lives.

The key thing about identifying areas in which individual children are particularly able is not
about labelling but about ensuring that we are supporting and planning for the child’s learning
appropriately. Using our evidence of observation, work samples and photographs we can share
our understanding of the child’s learning both with parents and colleagues with a view to find-
ing appropriately challenging activities. In the first instance our discussions would be restricted
to colleagues in our setting. However, advice can also be requested from local support teams.
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Sometimes we are reluctant to seek advice for children who are progressing really well, but it is
just as important to be certain that we are meeting their needs in the same way as other children
in our care. The Area SENCO and Local Authority support teams will be able to provide local
advice about other services and groups which could be accessed. The Internet can be particu-
larly useful in accessing information to support children who are able, talented or gifted. It is
essential that we use our professional knowledge and experience to be selective in judging the
quality and appropriateness of the information and suggestions. Just because it is on a website,
in a book, or on television does not immediately make it the best quality information available
to meet our current need. If in doubt, compare information from several sources and check it
out with one of the support teams before implementing the suggestions. 

Key points

� Good practice in the observation, assessment and planning process is
essential to meet individual children’s learning needs.

� Children who are able and talented are best supported through
broadening their thinking about their particular area of ability rather than
formal or restrictive activities such as a worksheet-based activity.

� The role of the adult is to support further exploration through appropriate
and sensitive open-ended questioning such as:

– What would happen if …?

– What would it be like if …?

– How could we ...?

– What would we see if …?

– What do you think we could use to ...?

� Relationships between able children and their peers can be problematic as
a result of misunderstanding and frustration.

� Advice and support is available from local SEN support teams.

� Information is available on the Internet but be wary of the quality of the
suggestions. Use professional judgement, compare information from a
variety of sources and check with support teams.
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� Describe the facial expressions and body language of the child which tells
you they are involved in an activity or interaction.

� Describe first signs of anxiety, frustration, conflict (this could be changes in
facial expression, body language, etc.).

� Describe approaches to learning opportunities: does the child look first,
have a go, watch someone else, look at pictures or instructions first?

� Notice particular materials the child likes to use (mobilo, clay, collage,
bricks, etc.).

� Identify children who work well together when this child is in the group.

� Identify particular areas of interest. Ask parents for information about
interests shown at home.

� Notice the balance of the child’s day, particularly time spent:

– alone or with others

– inside or outside

– physically active or sitting at an activity

– involved in favourite activity or other activities

– with adults or with children

– with own age range or older/younger.

� Identify opportunities for the child to make autonomous decisions about
the order in which they do things, where they do them, with whom and
for how long, without being singled out or being treated differently.

� Make a collection of open-ended questions which staff can use to
encourage further exploration and enquiry, such as:

– What if ... you made it taller/wider/there were no more bricks to use?

– What would happen if ... you used the sand and the glue together/the
giant wanted to live in the house you have made?

– Could you find a way to ... make it stronger/faster/move five dolls across
the room?

� Ensure that activities can be continued the following day, models added to,
imaginative play developed further, unusual items are available to be
included and to stimulate further problem solving.

Able and talented observation: things to think about
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– Identify opportunities to play alongside the child to support social
connections and reduce frustration by adding explanation and
suggestions to other children who are playing.

– Provide creative ‘surprises’ to be found which stimulate the imagination,
such as something landing from space in the outdoor area, letters from
someone in another nursery, a letter from one of the teddies about his
adventures.

– Use photographs and book making to record achievements so that they
can be revisited.

– Let children take their own photographs to communicate with others
about things they like/don’t like, things they have enjoyed, people they
like to be with.

The final photocopiable offers a possible format to record the link between an observation,
the development activity and the child’s response.
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Child’s name: DOB:

Observation date:

Date of discussion:

Area of interest from Suggestion for Child’s response
observation notes development (dated)

Completed by: 

Discussion of observation notes

Photocopiable: Identifying Special Needs in the Early Years
Paul Chapman Publishing 2007 © Kay MathiesonP
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Medical diagnosis

Anyone working in childcare today will be aware of the importance of developing and improv-
ing our inclusive practice. Increasingly, children with medical needs and a range of disabilities
are able to attend their local childcare setting. This is true whether it is a day nursery, pre-
school, children’s centre or childminder. The Disability Discrimination Act is the legislation
which has significantly impacted on our awareness of the need to make our settings more inclu-
sive. This idea of an inclusive setting can be very challenging. We can all currently, I suspect,
bring to mind a disability or medical need which we feel we would be unable to accommodate
in our setting. In my experience the real barrier to including children is our own attitude to
their presence and our lack of knowledge about the individual child’s needs. We have an oppor-
tunity, in early years settings, to lead and celebrate the moves towards all children and adults
being included in our society in the future. The benefits for all our children of learning together,
sharing experiences and learning about each other as individuals are invaluable. The challenge
is for the adults to learn to be as inclusive in their attitude as the children. Without doubt the
children will take their lead from us while they are in our setting. Our role modelling needs to
exemplify the messages we would like to convey about our values and principles. Currently
these messages are likely to include our aim to:

� value

� respect

� care for

� keep safe

those who are involved in our setting. In this context we cannot then start to pick and choose
who we will treat in this way.

CHAPTER 8

There are increasing numbers of children with a diagnosis or medical needs in our

settings. Our attitude can make or break the relationship with parents and child. Our

anxieties can best be addressed through prioritising and problem solving with parents.

These anxieties are often related to lack of knowledge or experience. Working with

other professionals can effectively support the child, parents and practitioners.

Diagnosis related to behaviour can be the most challenging in terms of adult attitudes

and supporting parents. Your relationship with parents can be a central driver in your

journey towards continuous improvement. 
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The main basis for our anxiety as practitioners is usually related to lack of information, knowl-
edge and therefore fear of the unknown situations which may arise. Often through getting to
know families and the specific needs of individual children we can begin to work together to
consider the problems and difficulties which might arise and ways in which we can resolve them.
Our initial meeting with parents is our first opportunity to give the messages listed. It is there-
fore worth exploring our current practice to identify ways to improve that first contact
experience. Asking current and previous parents involved with us for their views increases the
likelihood of our improvements being in line with what parents would really find helpful. 

Although the main role of our setting is to provide childcare we are also likely to be a focus for
the local community especially those with young children. We are able to provide role model-
ling and a positive experience for many families and will often become a first port of call for
advice and information. The way in which we respond will influence what people believe about
us and those involved with us. If we are proactive in our messages of welcoming, respecting and
valuing all families, then it is more likely that the environment in our setting will develop into
one in which everyone feels safe both emotionally and physically. In being explicit about the
ways in which we relate to each other, we can support all adults and children in our setting
community to be respectful of each other too.

The journey of getting to know your child is a complex, exciting and emotional experience for
most parents. The balance between these different feelings will usually depend on your own
personality, the family and friend support network you have and the professionals you meet on
your journey. If your child has particular medical needs or a diagnosis at birth, your journey
will immediately have more professionals involved in your child’s life. It is impossible to under-
stand how a particular parent feels in this situation as there are so many factors which will
impact on their response. The variety of responses are likely to include, at some stage, some or
all of the following emotions:

Learning about each other
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� Joy

� Happiness

� Anger

� Fear

� Anxiety

� Frustration 

� Helplessness

� Isolation.

Each parent and each family’s experience will be different so we cannot have a standard
response which assumes that they are experiencing any particular emotion. The fact that a child
has a particular medical need, diagnosis or disability does not mean that we need to respond
any differently when the parent arrives at our setting. Each and every parent will want to be:

� welcomed for who they are, not what you think they should be

� listened to in a respectful way

� convinced that you will welcome and support their child

� provided with accurate and appropriate information.

At the introductory meeting you will probably be unaware of exactly what you may need to do to
support the child, but this is true of any initial visit. The problem is that because you know there
is an identified need you begin to feel anxious and worried that the situation will be too much
for you or your staff to manage. If this is communicated to other adults, especially the parent
who is visiting, the relationship is likely to be adversely affected from the beginning. If the rela-
tionship starts in such a doubtful way, it will take a lot of hard work to make up the lost ground.

The practical aspects of ensuring that the parent feels at ease in your setting and that the child
settles well are the same as for any child. Good practice would suggest that you would provide
at least the following information:

� The way in which your setting is organised.

� The activities which are available for children.

� The ways in which adults in the setting support children’s learning.

� The way in which learning opportunities are planned to meet individual needs.

You would also try to gain the following information:

� Basic details: name, address, etc.

� Siblings.
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� Child’s previous experiences.

� Special toy, comforter.

� Child’s likes and dislikes.

� Favourite foods, drinks.

� Ways the child will communicate requirements or parents’ views of needs, e.g.
hunger, toileting, needing comfort, preferred ways of being comforted, etc.

� Medication or particular health concerns.

This information gathering is all part of the establishment of the relationship between you.
However, the balance of the discussion can be distorted if the information explored focuses
more on the child’s medical concerns than their personality and individuality. If the parents
have had to cope with several professionals being involved prior to meeting you, then it is also
likely that they will have had to tell their story many times in considerable detail to many
people. The Early Support Programme (ESP) materials were designed to support parents
of children with disabilities. Further information is available on the website  www.earlysup-
port.org.uk. The materials were developed in consultation with parents and aim to reduce the
need for parents to repeatedly tell their story or be the sole co-ordinator of the involvement of a
variety of professionals. The Early Support Programme family pack provides information about
the relevant medical issues for the child and a booklet for parents to complete, which tells the
sequence of events and milestones which have occurred so far. The family packs are usually dis-
tributed by health professionals or early intervention teams such as Portage to families whose
children are identified as having disabilities in the age range birth to three. 

Although not all families who come to your setting will have the pack, it is worth reviewing
your initial discussions with parents to maintain an appropriate balance between information
about any special needs the child may have and your focus on abilities and interests. One of the
issues which was raised through the development of the ESP materials was that it could be very
difficult for families to access support if there was not specific diagnosis but a combination of
agreed concerns. The family pack also provides a booklet of information which tries to support
and provide information for families in this situation.

The principle which is central to developing good practice in working with children with dis-
abilities and medical needs is the same as for any child. Evidence-based information about
current achievements and effective use of next steps are used to provide access to a rich learning
environment supported with high quality interactions with adults. 

The first step in making this a reality is to learn about children as individuals and as members
of their family. Working in partnership with adults at home can then provide the basis for joint
problem solving.

When we think about a child with medical needs attending our setting, we often focus first on the
medical need. This, I suppose, is partly because it is often a new situation for us, but also because
our confidence in dealing with anything medical is often less than dealing with care and learning.
The reality, though, is that if we take each problem and work through possible solutions, it
becomes more manageable. For most of the practical situations in coping with mobility,
administering medication and identifying priorities in particular situations, parents will have a
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vast amount of experience which they can draw on to help you. Providing the opportunity for the
parent to spend some time with you in the setting, identifying potential barriers and taking part
in discussions about risk assessment, can be very productive if approached sensitively.

The concept of risk and risk assessment is often new and, of course, worrying for parents when
it is in relation to their child. Sometimes there can be difficulties in finding some common
ground about situations where it is appropriate for children to experience and learn about risk
and others where it would not be appropriate. Thinking about this from the parents’ point of
view, it is possible that they are feeling that their child is particularly vulnerable at this time
when they are considering leaving them in the care of unfamiliar adults for extended periods.
This can be an even stronger feeling if their child has needed extensive time in hospital or spent
time in special care units at birth. While it is important to be realistic about the risks which
exist, the dialogue needs to focus on the immediate priorities; other issues such as outings etc.
can be reviewed once the child has settled and everyone is feeling a little more confident. The
ideal is to plan the settling process in detail, considering:

� visits from parents to discuss the child starting at the setting

� visits from child and parent for a short period of time to familiarise themselves
with the environment and people

� short sessions for the child without the parent

� parent role modelling nappy changing or toileting for staff so that the child
feels at ease

� parent role modelling administration of medication

� dates to review how the process is going and if any adjustments are needed such
as increasing the number of sessions/days because the child is settling well.

In fact, these are basically the same considerations you would have for any child. Regarding the
medication it is essential that parents are informed of setting policy and procedure regarding
administering medication. This should include arrangements for staff training – both basic
background knowledge about the medication and training from the health professional
involved with the individual child. Only the staff who have received both types of training
should be involved in the actual administration of medication. Written documentation and
training should include clear descriptions of when medication should be given, how much and
what the consequences are if too much is given. Necessary arrangements for emergency situa-
tions should be explicitly discussed and agreed with parents and shared with all staff. A helpful
and informative resource is Including Me: Managing Complex Health Needs in Schools and Early
Years Settings written by Jeanne Carlin (2005) and available from the Council for Disabled
Children and the National Children’s Bureau. This book provides practical help, advice and
information about many of the apparent difficulties and how they can be overcome.

In the same way that parents have had to be involved with a variety of professionals supporting
them, it is likely that the same will be true for you when it is confirmed that the child will
attend your setting. The key thing to remember is that all the adults involved will be trying to
give the child the best possible chance of succeeding, but sometimes the priorities are different
from different perspectives. The more the adults are able to discuss together at the same time
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what the issues are, the more effectively the problems can be overcome. If you have a particular
issue which needs to be discussed, rather than talking to several professionals individually, try
to get them together so that they can each hear all the advice and concerns. This way of working
and regularly reviewing the situation reduces the misunderstandings and focuses everyone’s
energies on the current priority for the child and family. From your perspective the chances of
an effective and workable solution being discovered are vastly increased.

Finding ways for us all to join in
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Of the disabilities and medical needs which you are likely to include in your setting, the ones
which raise the anxiety levels most are where conditions are life-shortening, require oxygen reg-
ularly or are behaviour related. Where conditions are life-shortening it is important to ensure
that families are able to access appropriate support services and that they feel able to do this at
the necessary times. It may be that your role is as a facilitator – making this contact with the
parents’ consent. It is also essential that support is identified for the staff and consideration
given to what information will be shared with other children and families. These discussions
need to be sensitively handled with the child’s parents and the other professionals involved.

There has recently been a significant increase in the number of children diagnosed and in some
cases receiving medication to help them cope with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD). One of the difficulties for adults supporting children with ADHD is that it confuses our
personal views about dealing with behavioural issues. When we see a child behave in a particular
way, we often make a judgement about how consciously the actions are carried out and whether
the child ‘knows what they are doing’. The difficulty with such judgements in relation to ADHD is
that the child may well have an awareness of what they are doing and may well be repeating a
previous behaviour, but their struggle is in finding a way to control what they are doing. This
sounds so simple and we can think of situations which we ourselves are involved in where we
think through the consequences, then make the decision not to respond in a particular way. This
is really a very complex process of thinking and suppressing impulsive actions. Although it has
taken us most of our lives to develop this ability there are, I’m sure, still situations where we are
unable to have that level of control. For those with ADHD they are constantly struggling to gain
or regain that ability to take time to consider the impact of an action before they do it. This must
make daily life an unpredictable place. 

Put simply the function of prescribed medication for this condition is to help to prioritise the
sensory information being processed to enable thinking to have a more effective impact on
actions. The medication is by no means a magic answer and it is important that behavioural
learning opportunities are carefully thought through, consistent and supportive of the child’s age,
stage and ability. As with other conditions it is essential that advice is sought from the other pro-
fessionals working with the child and family. There are many confusing elements in the diagnosis
of this condition, for example:

� the extent of the difficulty

� previous behavioural experience of the child

� because the presenting difficulty is behavioural, other reasons for the behaviour
may need to be explored 

� descriptions of the behaviour may vary depending on who is describing and the
context being reported.

It is important to remember that ADHD is a medical diagnosis and not a description of the way a
child behaves and should not be used as such. Also there are many possible reasons for a child
being very active, particularly in an early years setting including excitement or anxiety; our observa-
tions over time will be useful to develop an evidence-based description of the child’s responses. It is
particularly important to evidence explicitly our strategies for supporting children’s behavioural
learning, showing how we have differentiated the learning to meet the child’s needs. Some of the
suggestions in the section about behavioural learning (Chapter 5) may be helpful. 
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So far we have discussed the situation where children already have a diagnosis or their needs
have been clearly identified and there are other professionals involved before they attend your
setting. For most of us, this is a much more straightforward situation than when we are first to
identify concerns about a child’s development and progress. A major factor in this process is
also whether or not all the adults involved agree on what the concerns are and the extent to
which we need to intervene.

Bearing in mind our considerations at the beginning of the chapter and the variety of responses
there may be to the recognition of the extent of a child’s needs, our sensitivity is essential. As
well as the good practice described in Chapter 3, relating to ‘Sharing the learning journey with
parents’, we need to reflect on our own and the staff group’s views about the child’s needs and
the parents’ perspective. This is not about making judgements about a parent being ‘in denial’
or not recognising a problem which is obvious to us. It is much more about us reflecting on
why there is a difference in views. As practitioners we are able to have a comparative view of a
child’s development. We have seen many children at this stage of their lives and we can be con-
fident in our thinking about developmental milestones and roughly when a child may reach
them. We have seen a variety of ways of supporting children who have needed additional help
to progress. We have probably had positive experiences in our involvement with other profes-
sionals and seen how working together can be very effective in supporting the child. Seldom
will parents have had a similar quantity of experience. 

Apart from all of these considerations the ultimate one is that our relationship with the child is
a professional one which is completely different from the emotionally based relationship
between parent and child. As soon as the emotional involvement is increased our ability to
make objective judgements becomes more difficult. Probably, the most effective way to support
and work with parents is to use our professional expertise to consider the developing relation-
ship as a learning process. This learning process can be planned for, reflected on, observed and
progress identified. Getting to know parents is an essential part of our work in the same way as
getting to know the children. If, as our response to having initial concerns about a child’s devel-
opment, we immediately tell the parents that there is something wrong and that they need to
seek professional help, we are likely to get an adverse reaction. However, if we consider our pro-
fessional understanding of our relationship with the parents, we can focus more effectively on
the way in which we can best support these particular parents. Thinking about who is involved
in the communication, what information needs to be passed on and when, is crucial to the pos-
itive relationship continuing. It may not always be appropriate for the keyworker alone to pass
on information, so decisions about when the SENCO, Deputy Manager, etc. needs to be
involved should be conscious ones. 

Communication about sensitive or emotional issues needs to be considered from the perspec-
tive of both the staff and the parent. Thought should be given to:

� who the parents would choose to talk to most if they were concerned

� where this conversation should take place

� when is the best time

� what would need to be included in the discussion. 
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Considering these at a conscious level enables us to increase the chances of the discussion going
well. The pace of the information giving and the evidence base which is contained in the informa-
tion are the key to parents feeling supported rather than defensive. It is our responsibility to take
the lead in finding ways to facilitate the parents’ opportunity to access support appropriately.
Probably the most challenging situation is where the concerns are focused on the child’s behav-
iour. It is so tempting, after a day when a child has perhaps hit, kicked and bitten, to meet the
parents when they come to collect their child with a tirade of the misdemeanours and details of
what a bad day you have had. However, our professional role is to share the information in a way
which gives a context around the behaviour and indication about what we plan to do to support
the child’s behavioural learning. Taking this approach enables us to work with parents to consider
the possible reasons for this current behaviour and to work together to do some problem solving
based on our shared knowledge of the child’s understanding and learning.

Throughout this book the importance of a positive relationship with parents is emphasised as
central to supporting children’s learning and development. This positive relationship does not
happen by chance so we need to think consciously about how we can build on and improve our
current practice. Given the chance, parents will be able to inform and contribute to this improve-
ment through sharing their experiences of your setting. For this to be effective and useful we need
to be careful who we ask and what we ask. It is too easy and not very helpful to ask the parents
we like and whom we know will say nice things about us. We need to dig a bit deeper:

� What is it that parents particularly feel was helpful or supportive?

� How can we increase parental involvement in our setting?

� What kind of involvement can we offer to encourage parents to feel they would
like to be involved?

� Which parents are least likely to visit our setting? What are we doing to make
involvement easier for them?

� What would the parents’ priorities be for making our setting more accessible –
not just physically but in terms of feeling comfortable, effective communication,
information sharing and, of course, attitude?

� What would the parents’ priorities be for making our setting more inclusive?

� What can we do to support parents’ access to information, training and
knowledge about the advantages of an inclusive setting?

The list is endless and, with your parents’ help, could be developed as part of your
Improvement or Development Plan to drive your journey towards continuous improvement.
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Key points

� Parents’ experiences of understanding and coping with their child’s
medical needs or diagnosis will vary considerably.

� Even if you initially feel anxious about what adjustments you will make to
ensure the child is included, the first welcome for the parent will set the
tone of your developing relationship.

� The principles of the Early Support Programme should be guiding our
practice in supporting children with disabilities.

� Where possible, bringing together representatives from other involved
agencies will reduce misunderstandings and competing priorities. It will
also reduce the pressure on parents to be sole co-ordinators of their child’s
support.

� We need to make conscious decisions about how we will strengthen our
relationship with individual parents in order to maximise the
opportunities for the child.

� Diagnosis and needs related to behaviour are generally the most
challenging in terms of practitioner attitude and supporting parents
effectively.

� A positive and supportive relationship with parents can form the basis of
involving parents in the continuous improvement of your setting.
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IDENTIFYING SPECIAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY YEARS
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www.CAF.org.uk Contact a Family website giving information about
various conditions and syndromes with details of sup-
port groups for parents

www.earlysupport.gor.uk
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk
www.surestart.gov.uk
www.surestart.gov.uk/_doc/p0001372.pdf Promoting Race Equality in the Early Years
www.surestart.gov.uk/publications Together from the Start
www.teachernet.gov.uk/teachingandlearning/ Social Emotional Aspects of Learning
socialandpastoral/sebs1/seal/
www.aimh.org.uk Association for Mental Health (AIMH) uk
www.Itscotland.org.uk/omages/stirling Children as Partners
earlyedcasestudy_tcm_161673.pdf
www.coram.org.uk Coram Family
www.daycaretrust.org.uk Day Care Trust
www.earlychildhood.org.uk
www.esmational.org.uk/ec/ecaip.htm Early Childhood Adventures in Peacemaking
www.earlyeducaion.org.uk Early Education Assocation
www.fnn.org.uk Family Nurturing Network
www.incredibleyears.com Incredible Years (Dina’s Dinosaur)
www.kidshealth.org
www.ncma.org.uk National Childminding Association
www.nfpi.org.uk National family & Parenting Institute
www.paretnlineplus.org.uk
www.peep.org.uk
www.preschool.org.uk Preschool Learning Alliance
www.rnib.org.uk Royal National Institute for the Blind
www.rnid.org.uk Royal National Institute for the Deaf
www.nspcc.org.uk National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children
www.zerotothree.org

The author takes no responsibility for the content of the listed websites but some information may
be helpful.
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