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A note from SchemaPlay Directors:

Lynnette Brock & John Siraj-Blatchford

Welcome to the Autumn 2020 edition of the SchemaPlay Magazine.

After five years of initial research, SchemaPlay’s projects have been immensely diverse. And the last twelve months has been no ex-

ception. At the start of the year, we were working with Local Authorities embedding SchemaPlay Pedagogy within their pre-schools.
The work fostered inclusive learning and positive outcomes across the curriculum and, most importantly, it fostered an explosion of
joy, passion and renewed engagement in play for all the children, primarily due to the unique way in which practitioners follow each

child. We have also collaborated with a children’s theme park to support learning through doing and with the Football Association,
who appreciated the benefits of SchemaPlay’s ecological and embodied approach to children’s development and learning.

However, our greatest joy has been working with early years’ teachers on the ground, many of whom are now work-

ing towards, or have completed, their SchemaPlay Practitioner Accreditation, their SchemaPlay Setting Accreditation
and/or their Bronze, Silver and Gold OMEP-UK Education for Sustainable Citizenship Awards.

What has been repeatedly re-emphasised throughout these varied projects is the multiplicity of ways in which the

embodiment of schemes moves beyond individual bodily actions to support more general emergent learning and understanding. Rep-

resentational knowledge and action are like two sides of the same coin. Or, as Thom, et al, (2015) explain, “Knowing, doing and being
are ultimately indistinguishable aspects of the same whole” (2015: 71).

Our SchemaPlay train the trainers courses continued this year, albeit latterly delivered online, and we are delighted to be now collabo-

rating with trainers across the UK in delivering SchemaPlay Practitioner and Setting Accreditations and the OMEP-UK Education for

Sustainable Citizenship Award. In this edition, we are delighted to be able to introduce you to two of the trainers: Andrina Flinders,
working in the West-Midlands (p35), and Alison Featherbe, in the South-East (p36).

In the past few months there have, and remain to be, many challenges that we have collectively had to face in terms of young children

accessing early years’ education across the globe (UNESCO, 2020). It would appear that the home learning environment has become

more crucial than ever. There are some reports which suggest that parents are opting to make the move towards home schooling
more permanently in some countries. In other countries parents do not see their role as being educators, and have chosen not to
engage their children in any of the online games/television programs provided in their countries (UNESCO, 2020). It is also reported

that some parents are opting not to send their children back to school, due to fear of their child contracting COVID-19, and spreading it
to family members. At SchemaPlay we have created a SchemaPlay ‘ParentZone’ to support short activities at home which build upon

children’s operational schemes and, as we progress into next year, we hope to lead a collaboration in producing a mobile ‘app’, ena-

bling better access to a range of short SchemaPlay activities for parents to enjoy with children, be it at home, in the car, or whilst
waiting for a bus. The OMEP-UK Education for Sustainable Citizenship Award, also supports parent partnerships through ’i-care’ book-

lets. However, all of this said, we still do have an important role to play in ensuring early years’ education is accessible for all children.
SchemaPlay intend to continue to do what we can to support this.

The revised EYFS and its forthcoming guidance constitute an additional challenge (discussed further on pages 8-14) and as these inter-
esting times continue to evolve, there will be many decisions for us to take as we move forward as early years’ professionals. We are
fortunate in this edition to share two case studies: One of a mother’s journey with her 6-year old child during the lock down. It shows

how, through her own interest in applying SchemaPlay pedagogy, she has been able to relate school online learning to hands-on, active
learning at home and visa-versa. You will find Vicki Sedgwick’s account on page 28. The other, written by Paula Garrett (page 23), is of
a pre-school, child together with his 5-year-old brother, learning at home with parents and nursery staff applying SchemaPlay. Both of
these case studies are included in our feature this Autumn on The Tops Day Nurseries Group. Tops have recently started applying Sche-

maPlay pedagogy throughout their settings. We meet the founder Cheryl Hadland and Director of Early Years’ Audit and Training, Amy
Alderson. We also hear from some of their trainers as they engage in SchemaPlay, read some of their case studies and learn how they
plan to cascade SchemaPlay across their group of settings, over the next six months.

But, first we provide a brief introduction to SchemaPlay Embodied, Ecological Pedagogy for those who might be new to this magazine.

We explain the Zone of Proximal Development Flow model (Siraj-Blatchford & Brock, 2015) and, after the case-studies,
we consider from a SchemaPlay perspective children’s hidden life journeys and their transitions back to their EY

settings following lock-down. | Ej
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An Introduction to SchemaPlay Pedagogy.

Child-centred practice through active free-flow play.

Practitioners often observe children’s repeated use of a
particular scheme (a behaviour or operation) in their freely
chosen play. An example might be them repeatedly
‘transporting’ objects from one area of a playground to
another. Having identified the scheme, practitioners will
offer new resources so that the child can apply the scheme
in other contexts or for other purposes. For example, in
considering a transporting scheme, a practitioner might
provide a pushchair, wheelbarrow, small-word trucks/vans
or bags. This is important as it is through ‘seeding’ re-
sources to support the schemes observed, that children
develop their capabilities and understanding beyond these
foundational operations. In the case of transporting, for
example, the child might begin to develop an awareness of
distance, space, size, perhaps gravity, volume and weight.
For example a pram might hold more teddies than a push-
chair and a wheelbarrow transport more leaves than a
bucket - even if it is a big one!

“Mly biggest bucket
can’t get that many
leaves—that many, the
same that is in that
wheelbarrow!”

This support of the child
in abstracting their es-
tablished scheme to a
range of new contexts is extremely important, as it will
enable the child to draw freely upon the scheme in their
independent problem solving of other schema contexts.

SchemaPlay Pedagogy is supportive:

In addition to providing opportunities for children to apply
and consolidate their schemes to a range of new contexts
in their freely chosen play, SchemaPlay shows practition-

ers how they can also build up-

on children’s schemes.
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For example, a child was recent-

ly observed enjoying filling and
emptying a variety of different
containers. He also spoke about
enjoying a visit to a café with his
grandmother. The practitioner
respectfully considered the
child’s scheme of containing,
and the figurative schemas, that
might have been gained from his

D John Siraj-Blatchford|

and Lynnctte Brock

trip to the café. He clearly knew
what a café was and she sensi-
tively built upon this, by offering a short focussed provoca-
tion; a demonstration of the pouring (containing) service
and sale of drinks in a café role-play activity. The practi-
tioner provided three different sized cups and modelled
charging 1p for a small drinks, 2p for a medium and 3p for
a large one. She was aware that the role-play activity pro-

vided the potential of HEE
introducing him to two &
new schemes;
‘grading’ (due to the
size of the cups
offered), and
‘exchanging’ (selling a
drink to peer).

The role-play activity
was firmly ‘anchored’
in what the child ‘could
already do’.— pouring and containing (his operational
schemes), supporting the child to draw upon established
competencies to meet new challenges. Dressing up with
an apron and catering cap, together with authentic looking
props, supported the play as it drew upon the child's
‘schemas’, his figurative recall of the café context.

The role-play activity also enabled him to appreciate the
job role. How we understand a job is by what the person
does, the operational schemes. The short focussed activi-
ty opened up a world of exploration and language that
included the grading of sizes.

In the SchemaPlay text and training, ‘Schemes’ are identi-
fied as the pre-requisite operations that children apply in
their later learning; in developing more complex opera-
tions. ‘Schemas’ are identified as providing the figurative
images, aromas, textures, words and sounds that motivate
and support the child’s learning.

“If the differences between scheme and schema
reflect fundamental differences between opera-
tive and figurative thinking, they are worthy of
further study” (Athey, 2007: 114).

Unfortunately, much of Piaget’s writing on schemes and
schemas was mistranslated in English. Chris Athey (2007)
noted that Piaget’s later writing made a distinction be-
tween a scheme and a schema and suggested that further
research making the distinction could be useful to sup-
porting learning across the curriculum throughout school.
In the context of recent research on embodied cognition in
neuroscience, we can appreciate more fully why this dis-
tinction was made by Piaget and why it is useful to our
early years’ practice.

“All doing is knowing and all knowing is doing” (Maturan
& Varela, 1991:26). Everything we know about is from our
bodily engagement—even understanding each other’s
emotions. How we understand them will depend upon
our own physical emotional experiences. It is through our
bodily engagement and experiences that we

make sense of the world. This is explored

further in pages 8-14 and within the case l_—l_
study contexts within this magazine. The Sch-




“English versions of Piaget's books do not consistently translate the French schéme, although most commonly it

is translated as schema, so that the above distinction could not easily be articulated” Hans Furth (1969:102).

-emaPlay ‘Zone of Proximal Developmental Flow’ Model
(pictured opposite), shows how the scheme and schema are
integral elements in the child’s play.

SchemaPlay draws upon a substantial amount of evidence
that play provides the most influential context for early
learning and it is when children are deeply immersed in their
freely-chosen play, when they are in ‘flow’, that they reveal
the schemes that educators must build upon to enable child-
centred learning (Siraj-Blatchford & Brock, 2015).

This notion of ‘flow’ is extremely important; Csikszentmihalyi
(1979) and Bruce (2004) identified that children learn better
when they are in ‘flow’ and the ZPDF model shows us how
this works in practice. When a scheme that has been ac-
quired in prior learning is applied in a new schema context,
or when a new scheme is applied with established schemas
(such as the child applying containing in his café role-play),
the child’s prior knowledge is providing an anchor (and

scaffolding) for further learning.

The SchemaPlay Zone of Proximal Developmental Flow Mod-
el (Siraj-Blatchford & Brock, 2015), supports early years’
practitioners in facilitating this ‘flow’, and in ‘seeding’ the
play with the introduction of new resources and activities.
The use of this Model is apparent in all SchemaPlay training
and resources. The size of the central circle in the model
emphasises the importance of ensuring that children should
be spending the majority of their time in free-flow play. The
small circle at the top represents the early years’ practitioner
building upon the child’s schemes and schemas. The re-
sources or focussed activities that they provide are provoca-
tions and it is accepted that the child may choose to take
these into his or her own free-play to explore and engage
with further, or they may not. As we get to know a child
better our judgement improves and our provocations be-
come more successful. Experience also helps, as does our
knowledge of curriculum progression. SchemaPlay resources
support less experienced or confident practitioners with this
pedagogic knowledge. The small circle at the bottom of the
model recognises that children also learn new schemes and
schemas at home, in the community and from their friends
and peers (discussed further on pages 32/33).

Please visit www.schemaplay.com and view our supporting

texts and publications for more information about the ZPDF
model and its use as a tool for promoting child-centred play
in practice.

The Zone of Proximal Developmental Flow Model

(Siraj-Blatchford & Brock, 2015)

Focused Actity ﬂ

Proximal
Developmental
Flow

We hope that you enjoy the following
articles which will provide some further
insight into SchemaPlay Pedagogy.

All the best.
John & Lynnette
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Introducing the definitions of some of the schemes discussed in the articles that follow in this
quarter’s SchemaPlay Magazine.

Scheme Definitions (Extended and adapted from Athey’s original work at the Froebel Nursery Research Project (1972-7)

The ‘Containing’ scheme...

Children with a containing scheme will often enjoy filling bags and boxes with
objects. They may also enjoy play with sand and water, filling and emptying
buckets, cups as well as other containers.

They might enjoy playing will a doll’s house, or other small world buildings,
which enable small-world people/animals to be contained.

Or perhaps containing shapes in puzzle sockets. And/or engaging in role-play—
filling and emptying bowls and using a range of utensils to transfer food from

one container to another. i 53 - » 49

Children might show their enjoyment of applying horizontal/vertical trajectory schemes in their
self-chosen play by climbing, stepping on and off small steps and climbing apparatus, or lying flat.
The might also enjoy drawing lines, which later develop into grids, and often point out grid de-
signs, such as drain covers, drying racks, and cake cooling trays.

Children might enjoy throwing, rolling, balls
and objects.

The ‘Transporting’ scheme...

Children enjoying applying this scheme in their play, might be seen moving collections of
objects from one place to another, using perhaps a pram, crate with a pulley/string, bag,
truck or a wheelbarrow.




Introducing the definitions of some of the schemes discussed in the articles that follow in this
quarter’s SchemaPlay Magazine.

ey SCheme Definitions (Extended and adapted from Athey’s original work at the Froebel Nursery Research Project (1972-7)
The ‘Enclosing’ scheme...

A child may build enclosures using blocks, Lego or large crates; perhaps
naming them, ‘boats’, ‘fields’, ’swimming pools’, etc. The enclosure is

sometimes left empty or it can be carefully filled in. An enclosing line often

surrounds paintings and drawings,
while a child is exploring this
scheme. The child might draw
circles, squares, triangles, heads,
bodies, eyes, wheels, flowers, etc.

The ‘Ordering’ scheme...

A child might produce paintings and drawings of ordered lines or dabs,
collages or constructions with objects carefully glued in sequence. S/he
may place blocks, vehicles or animals in lines and begin to show interest in
grading (e.g. identifying ‘largest’ and ‘smallest’) or perhaps show an in inter-
est in patterns or an early interest in how stories start, evolve and finish
(promoting sequencing).

The ‘Rotating’ scheme...

A child may become absorbed by things that turn, (e.g. taps, wheels, cogs and keys). S/he may roll cylinders along or roll him/herself.
S/he may rotate her arms, or construct objects with rotating parts, using
wood or scrap materials.




The revised EYFS Curriculum: Supplement with SchemaPlay

By John Siraj-Blatchford and Lynnette Brock

Good sense which once ruled far and wide,
Now in our schools to rest is laid.
Science, its once beloved child,
Killed it to see how it was made
(Guiseppe Giuste, 1849).

A number of weaknesses have been identified in the recent-
ly published EYFS reforms (2020, Early Adopter Framework).
The revisions are clearly intended in part to increase the
reception year curriculum subject content of the EYFS; this
is clear in the new emphasis upon ‘Educational Pro-
grammes’, the reduced emphasis on practitioners
‘responding’ to children’s interests, and the new emphasis
upon them ‘stimulating’ their interests instead. All of this
change of emphasis is particularly pronounced in the state-
ments made that relate to the reception year. While the
orders used to suggest that more adult-led learning might
be gradually introduced when developmentally appropriate,
we now have a clear expectation that every child by the
time they reach the end of reception should be ‘ready’ for
adult ‘taught’ content. This renewed demand for universal
‘readiness’ seems especially naive when we consider the
negative side effects of relying upon direct instruction in
Primary schools, and the fact that the children born in the
summer months have 20% less life experience than their
peers. These are the most rapid years of intellectual devel-
opment, but even if we were talking about secondary
school experience, a 20% difference in age is substantial.
Few parents or teachers would be comfortable with the
idea that their 13 year-old child should be expected to com-
pete against 16 year-olds for their norm referenced GCSE
grades and it is equally unrealistic to expect a child of 35
months to benefit from the same curriculum as a child of 43
months.

It is valuable to reflect upon the underlying origin of the
difficulties with this revision. A fundamental fact of scientific
research is that the more reliability that you seek in your
findings, the narrower they have to be defined. Whilst
many of the findings of the most robust and theoretically
grounded early childhood studies, such as the Effective Pro-
vision of Preschool Education (EPPE) (Sylva et al, 2010),
were extremely influential in the expansion of provision and
in quality improvements in the sector, in the more recent
economic context of austerity, they have become politically
inconvenient.

Policy makers have also increasingly commissioned, and
been overly influenced by studies that have prioritised relia-
bility over theoretical relevance. Increasingly education has
adopted the methodologies of medical research, but has
failed to follow their good practice in studying the side
effects of the ‘treatments’ they test (Zhao, 2017). High qual-

ity research is expensive, and recent studies that have been
carried out with older children in primary education are
now too often applied uncritically to early childhood. Misin-
terpretations are also rife as the final decision making is
often in the hands of educational ‘experts’ who demon-
strate a poor understanding of early childhood learning and
development.

In this article we identify two related problems with the
revisions and we argue that the supplementary adoption of
SchemaPlay principles and practices would go a long way
towards alleviating these problems. The problems relate to
the over-emphasis on the relative importance of language
learning and development, and a lack of understanding of
‘emergence’ in early childhood development.

As Helen Moylett (2020) has argued, the statement that is
made in the revision that; “the development of children’s
spoken language underpins all seven areas of learning and
development” is neither developmentally nor chronological-
ly correct in early childhood. References made to the im-
portance of ‘conversations’ and ‘vocabulary’ also suggests a
lack of understanding of the nature and importance of
‘sustained shared thinking’ as a pedagogic engagement of
adults and children. The revisions also fail to fully recognise
the importance of physical education and PSED; both sub-
ject areas that are critical contributors to the child’s overall
cognitive development. The focus placed on attachment
and executive function skills as Early Learning Goals is also
inappropriate; as Anne O’Connor (2020, online) has suggest-
ed: “It is not the Child’s responsibility to work hard at cre-
ating attachments...Responsibility for children’s attachments
lies with us, the adults caring for them, not the children.”

Understanding ‘Emergence’

If we consider any one of the ‘Early Learning Goals’ that are
specified in the English EYFS curriculum framework, it is
clear that the skills, knowledge and understanding that they
demand requires the child’s development of psychologically
complex intellectual and affective structures. But as soon as
any ‘desirable outcome’ or ‘Learning Goal’ is defined there
will be some individuals who imagine that this can simply be
broken down to reveal its constituent pre-requisite compe-
tencies and that education will then simply involve a teach-
ing process where each is sequentially introduced to the
child to achieve the target outcome. This assumption totally
disregards one of the central principles of early childhood
learning and development; a principle that has been
strengthened by recent evidence gained from cognitive and
neuroscience research. Learning and development is widely
understood as a highly complex systemic process that is
characterised by ‘emergence’. In his influential

text, ‘Thought and Language’, Vygotsky (1934)

referred to two alternative ways of thinking lj_

about the psychological structures of the mind.




The revised EYFS Curriculum: Supplement with SchemaPlay

By John Siraj-Blatchford and Lynnette Brock

The first, he argued, might be to follow a form of scientific
fundamentalism and adopt the perspective of a chemist in
trying to identify the particular elements that make up the
structure as a whole. Vygotsky identifies the futility of this
approach with the example of water (H,0): If one was
looking for an explanation for its valuable property of ex-
tinguishing fire it would clearly be unhelpful to look at
either one of its constituent elements: Hydrogen burns
fiercely, and oxygen also sustains fire...neither would ex-
tinguish it. The natural world is replete with other exam-
ples of emergent qualities; life itself is an example of
emergence; neither sodium nor chlorine taste at all salty,
yet salt is sodium chloride (NaCl); the totally independent
movements of starlings, and other flocking and swarming
animals, combine to create amazingly elegant patterns;
and the independent behaviours of ants and termites
combine to create highly complex and sophisticated struc-
tures. In every case, emergent phenomenon cannot be
reduced to, and they achieve significantly more than, the
contributing elements that make them up. So when we
apply the term emergence’ to early childhood learning and
development it suggests that the cognitive structures that
emerge in children are irreducible to their component
parts.

Emergence was, in fact, an underlying assumption in the
developmental psychologies’ of both Piaget and Vygotsky
(Sawyer, 2003).

Many will be familiar with the term ‘emergent literacy’.
This was a term first applied in Marie Clay’s doctoral dis-
sertation (Clay, 1966); and Sulzby and Teale (1991) define
the concept accurately as:

“..the skills, knowledge, and attitudes that are presumed
to be developmental precursors to conventional forms of
reading and writing”, as well as; “...the environments
that support these developments.” (p. 849).

In practical terms we know that emergent literacy is all
about encouraging playful ‘mark making’, the use of one
handed tools, and resourcing activities to promote hand-
eye co-ordination, as a natural prelude to writing, it is also
about reading a range of different kinds of text to children,
and drawing their attention to the value and uses of text in
the world around them, naming objects and labelling
them. Emergent approaches to literacy encourage
'literacy play' in the nursery, setting up pretend office play

environments, libraries and story books for children to
integrate into their play. Parents and practitioners will
also show children the value that they place in their own
use of print and encourage the children to develop an
emergent awareness of the nature and value of these
resources for themselves.

SchemaPlay also supports practitioners in scaffolding
many of the less obvious but crucial pre-requisite
schemes in free-play that are pulled together by a child
when they learn to read: These include their oral lan-
guage; their embodiment of the shapes that make up
letter forms; including their visual discrimination of simi-
larities and difference of shape through ’sorting’, and
"matching’ activities that extends to sorting and matching
letter symbols; auditory discrimination of sounds; their
capability of ‘matching’ letters to sounds; resources and
tools to support wrist flexibility and anti-clockwise move-
ments, supporting later letter formation, as well as their
pincer grip, and sequencing games and activities to sup-
port later letter blending to create words and sentence
structures. SchemaPlay also recognises that children
creatively pull these pre-requisite capabilities together
and they achieve competence in reading and writing once
they have developed an understanding of the purpose
and value of reading and writing, and when they are
strongly motivated to do it for themselves. This concept
of ‘emergence’ applies to the development of complex
operations across the curriculum more widely, and Sche-
maPlay resources identify activities to support young
children in learning the skills, knowledge and attitudes
that may be identified as the (necessary but insufficient
on their own), developmental precursors to all of the EYFS
Learning Goals.

SchemaPlay pedagogy is firmly based upon the fact that
each individual learner contributes to, and collaborates in,
their own learning. Effective teaching and learning is co-
constructed through a meeting of minds, which is facilitat-
ed by practitioners observing what children ‘know’ and
‘can do’ in their free-play and then creatively responding
to this. In practical terms this is achieved through identi-
fying children’s established schemes, and also the domi-
nant figurative schemas, that reveal the most meaningful
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and motivating areas of knowledge that they
engage with in their play. The Practitioner is
then able to provide the most appropriate




The revised EYFS Curriculum: Supplement with SchemaPlay

By John Siraj-Blatchford and Lynnette Brock

resources and/or activities to seed the child’s play in the
direction of further learning and development. Practition-
ers identify what children ‘know’ about and find meaning-
ful when they observe the child’s self chosen play re-
sources, and the ways in which they use them. For exam-
ple, are they using a shopping bag to carry objects, or plac-
ing a train on a track or selecting a net for fishing? Listen-
ing to the children’s voices is also extremely important in
helping practitioners identify a child’s particular schema
interests. Their observations of a young child might reveal
a dominant interest in a particular superhero, in trucks,
diggers, or in doctors or nurses. This might be conveyed
figuratively in drawings, in their actions or behaviours,
from their repeated selection of a particular toy in their
play, or from their talk in small-world and role-play narra-
tives. Or, as pictured below, they may be playing out, ‘in
role’, the schematic knowledge that has developed from a
recent trip or walk in the community.

An emergent recycling operative:

A child was seen collecting various, apparently unrelat-
ed, items in a shopping trolley. His practitioner was at
first puzzled and unsure how to respond to the play.
The eureka moment came when she recognised that he
was applying the schemes of ‘transportation’ and
‘containment’, and when he used the word ‘recycling’.
The practitioner then provided some props and re-
sources that allowed the child to develop the play, ap-
plying his transporting and containing in ‘matching’ and
‘sorting’ the materials. She later learnt that the boy had
visited a local recycling centre so she provided him with
a high-vis jacket and hard hat that matched the cos-
tume of people he had seen working there. She also
helped him find the large containers (pictured above)
that represented for him in his play the large containers
that were used to sort the waste materials. All of this
matched the figurative schema of the recycler and the
recycling containers that he had seen at the ‘tip’. She
found that he had gained a good understanding of the
role of the recycling operative and this was

demonstrated through his direction of ‘customers’ to
different bins; his application of the schemes of trans-
porting, sorting and containing the recycled materials,
and in his recording of his peer's names as they entered
his improvised recycling centre.

The practitioner had used this motivating context to
introduce him to the ideas of ‘matching’ materials and
‘sorting’, which were both important mathematical
schemes. She also noted that this was the first time the
child had demonstrated mark making for a purpose. The
practitioner supported the play, and encouraged other
children to join it by introducing stories, videos, dance
and drama related to recycling. She also went on to facil-
itate the extension of his schemes of containing, sorting,
matching and recording to other schema contexts, such
as sorting colours, sizes, vehicle types, shapes, etc. She
always took care to provide scaffolding for learning by
drawing upon something the children were comfortable
in doing and which they enjoyed, beginning with some-
thing well within their capabilities that fostered new
learning opportunities.

For a young child reading, writing and recycling are all
extremely complex operations requiring the simultane-
ous application of a wide range of skills and capabilities.

In SchemaPlay we recognise that many of these pre-
requisite capabilities are physical and spatial. In fact
they are embodied. When we read, and in the execution
of many other complex operations in mathematics, sci-
ence and even when riding a bicycle, it is clear that con-
scious reasoning is not usually involved in the process. In
fact conscious reasoning might actually inhibit perfor-
mance. Despite this rather obvious fact, the revised EYFS
argues that: “The development of children’s spoken lan-
guage underpins all seven areas of learning and develop-
ment” (p8). Applying what is almost certainly a limited
Vygotskian perspective and an over emphasis upon ver-
bal reasoning in early childhood, it is suggested that
communication and language “form the foundations for
language and cognitive development” (op cit). This is an
assumption commonly made by educational policy mak-
ers and it is consistent with another strong concern for
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practitioners to prioritise: “..the phonics know-
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-ledge and language comprehension necessary to read,
and the skills to communicate”:

“If pupils cannot read, they will not be able to access the
curriculum, and will be disadvantaged for life. Early deficits
can persist throughout primary education, and children
who lag behind in reading during pre-school will typically
continue to do so for the rest of their schooling” (Ofsted
2019, p20).

From a primary school perspective, that either ignores, or
is unaware of the realities of emergence, the logic of this
may seem self-evident. But emphasising the formal teach-
ing of phonics and comprehension in reception classes in
the interest of ‘readiness’, is entirely unhelpful unless
practitioners are supported in providing a more balanced
and cross-curricular emergent literacy education through-
out the whole of the foundation stage. Concerns to ‘close
the gap’ between the learning outcomes of the most ad-
vantaged and disadvantaged children is a laudable objec-
tive. This is a gap - that grows wider and wider as children
get older and understandable that, from the perspective
of school, they may be concerned that the gap already
exists even before the child enters compulsory schooling.

But the problems here are not simply a matter of
‘readiness’. It is not only schools who sometimes com-
plain about how ‘ready’ a child is. Even in pre-school
settings practitioners sometimes complain that children
come to them with ‘insufficient language’, experience or
toilet training... What all these educators (who complain
about readiness) have in common, is that they have for-
gotten, or perhaps they never learnt, what should be re-
garded as the PRIME DIRECTIVE of educational practice:
Education requires that you first identify what a child
knows and can do, and then you can build upon it... As
Ausobel put it:

“If I had to reduce all of educational psychology to just
one principle, | would say this:

The most important single factor influencing learning is
what the learner already knows. Ascertain this and teach
accordingly” (Ausobel et al, 1978, p163).

This was also one of the ten main findings of the largest
research programme that has ever been funded by the UK
Economic and Social Research Council; the £43 Million
ESRC Teaching and Learning Research Programme (James
& Pollard, 2011). Itis also where SchemaPlay

supports practitioners most significantly, helping them

identify the schemes and schemas that are meaningful

and motivating to young children, and providing the re-
sources to support them in building progressively upon
this prior knowledge and experience.

Language in Child Development and Learning

As previously suggested, the over emphasis on language
and communication at the expense of physical and social
development may be, in large part, due to a lack of under-
standing of the concept of ‘Sustained Shared Think-

ing’ (SST). Given the strength of the research evidence
that has associated SST with early and enduring learning
outcomes, it is not at all surprising that the concept has
been highlighted in a number of DfE and Ofsted guidance
documents. If care had been taken to examine the origi-
nal research sources more closely it might have been
recognised that SST has a great deal more significance
than simply the increased use of language or conversa-
tion. Whilst it is closely related to verbal (cognitive) ex-
changes that are typical of what Wells (1999), Mercer
(2000) and Alexander (2004) referred to as ‘dialogic’ prac-
tice or ‘Inter-thinking’ this takes on a quite different form
in the early childhood educational context than it does in
schools:

“What is novel and important about SST is its eviden-
tial basis in group settings, and as a useful concept for
pedagogy. Arguably, many other researchers have
adopted similar terms and have described similar ped-
agogic practices. In reviewing the literature for this
paper, the strongest theoretical resonances were
found with Vygotsky (1978), who described a process
where an educator supports children’s learning within
their “zone of proximal development". But interac-
tions of this sort have also been described as
“distributed cognitions” (Salomon, 1993), in terms of
the pedagogy of “quided participation* (Rogoff, Mis-
try, Géncii & Mosier, 1993), and as

“scaffolding" (Wood, Bruner& Ross, 1976). Similar
examples of participation and interaction also charac-
terise “dialogic teaching" (Alexander, 2004), dialogic
enquiry* (Wells, 1999), “inter-thinking* (Mercer,
2000), and mutualist and dialectical peda-
gogy" (Bruner, 1996).

(Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).

O]
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What we need to understand is that these dialogic practic-
es that have been identified as associated with effective
practice provide a more verbal form of the same kind of
‘SST’ that has been identified as providing the most effec-
tive ‘Pedagogic Moments’ from the earliest stages of the
child’s pre-verbal development: Siraj-Blatchford’s (2009)
review of the research evidence demonstrates the differ-
ent contexts for SST as progressing from the first
‘meaningful gestures’ that babies exchange with a parent
or primary carer, through to cultural ‘object substitutions’,
reciprocal, co-operative, and collaborative play with adults
and peers.

In Thought and Language, Vygotsky (1934) argued that as
long as we fail to recognise the importance of emergence,
any study of the role of language in development would
lead us to ‘the same kind of dead end” as we would find
from studying the extinguishing properties of water
through a study of its contributing elements (Vygotsky,
2012, p4). He argued that when we consider ‘words’ we
are referring to groups or classes of objects that are in
themselves simply generalisations. He argued that rather
than looking at the constituent elements of language, we
must seek to identify the meanings that arise as the prod-
uct of combining words with sensation. He argued that
communication presupposes both generalisations and
word meanings:

“In the word we recognised only its external side. Yet it is
in the internal aspect, in word meaning, that thought and
speech unite into verbal thought” (Vygotsky, 2012, p6).

In his critique of the use of a behavioural objectives model
to improve learning outcomes, Lawrence Stenhouse
(1975) once made the point that;

“We do not teach people to jump higher by setting the bar
higher, but by enabling them to criticize their present per-
formance. The improvement of practice rests on diagnosis,
not prognosis” (p82).

For a psychologist, or for an educator, any test or evalua-
tion that identifies only the final attainment of a particular
‘learning goal’ will be of limited practical value. But
Vygotosky recognised that emergent cognitive functions
could be detected in the joint communicative activity of
adults and children within the Zone of Proximal Develop-
ment (ZPD) which defined the limits of what the child

could successfully achieve with the scaffolding and sup-
port from an adult:

“The function that at a certain point in time ‘belongs’
jointly to the child and the adult then becomes appropriat-
ed and internalised by the child, becoming his or her inner
psychological function. The assessment of the child’s ZPD
thus allows for an evaluation approach that focuses on
emergent psychological functions rather than on already
existent ones” (Kozulin, 2012, npa).

It was these communicative incidents within the ZPD that
were identified in the EPPE research as Sustained Shared
Thinking (SST), highly correlated with effective pre-school
practice. In SchemaPlay these same communicative inci-
dents of SST are reported in the ‘learning journeys’ that
are recorded as evidence of achievement for practitioner
accreditation.

Below we meet Bertie.

At 4 years of age, Bertie was ob-
served enjoying polishing mirrors.
She spent hours covering an entire
mirror surface with polish and then
taking it off again repeatedly. She

was applying an ‘enclosing’ scheme
in her play. Her practitioner, noting that all the mirrors
were square, went in search of other shaped mirrors to
‘seed’ in the environment, hoping that this would offer
her an appreciation of different shapes if she continued
to enjoy covering more mirrors with polish.

Later that same week, Bertie was
observed placing a length of ribbon

¥ across a table, pulling it back and

g forth. She appeared keen to work
out how much ribbon was needed to
cover the width of the table

(‘enclosing’ and ‘trajectory’ schemes).

This was combined with other enclosing scheme activi-

ties that Bertie enjoyed. For exam-
ple, she was seen wrapping material

=
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later Bertie was seen handling a round mirror. She ap-
peared to be interested in the edge of the mirror, as she
traced around it with her fingers (applying ‘rotating’ and
‘tracing around a boundary’ schemes). Her practitioner
introduced stories about shapes at this time and she
positioned pictures of shapes around the outdoor envi-
ronment to support an emergent understanding of
‘shapes’ — as a group with individual member schemas.
For example, triangles, circles and squares. Baskets of
matching objects of the similar shapes were provided,
promoting further appreciation of shapes in the environ-
ment and supporting a possible new matching scheme.

The practitioner also seeded large sheets of fabric of
different shapes, along with 2D large shapes outdoors,
with smaller versions and smaller pieces of fabric indoors
(enabling further exploration of shapes to support the
emergent figurative schema and to facilitate Bertie’s
enjoyed application of the enclosing scheme). During
this period of exploration, Bertie had verbalised the
shape ‘circle’, whilst covering the circular mirror with
polish, in a self-selected free-play activity. After covering
the mirror’s face with polish and then removing it, she
turned the circle shape around in her hands. This
demonstrated that Bertie now had a figurative
knowledge of ‘circles’. Her practitioner decided to intro-
duce her to a 2D shape socket puzzle. This required en-
closing a shape in the corresponding place (fostering a
‘matching’ scheme). Whilst tracing around the edge of
the circle shape, the practitioner said; “you know the
name of this shape, can you remind me?” Bertie replied,
“circle” and she eagerly copied tracing her fingers
around the edge of the shape, repeating the word
‘circle’. The practitioner then traced around the edges of
the square puzzle piece and said, “square”, which Bertie
copied a couple of times. This was repeated with the
triangle shape. Bertie continued to play with the shape
puzzle independently for over forty minutes. Later that
day she was introduced to finding corresponding felt
shapes to place over the top of the shapes inside their
sockets. During the weeks that followed Bertie’s out-
door play was often focussed on covering large shapes
with fabric; particularly spending much time covering the

triangle shapes.

Other resources were seeded in the environment;
such as napkins with coloured stitching along edges,
suggesting where one might fold them to create a
rectangle or a triangle, offering further appreciation
of space and shape, whilst facilitating the enclosing
scheme.

A triangle puzzle was also intro-
duced, following Bertie’s develop-
ing interest in pointing out trian-
\ gular objects in the environment
L— and calling out, “look, a triangle!”
The puzzle is stored in a triangular shaped box with
an enclosing lid. A grey equilateral triangle template

was taken out first, which Bertie explored by covering
with different triangles.

To support the recognition of the differences be-
tween the triangles, the practitioner modelled tracing
around them, supporting kinaesthetic recall. During
the weeks that followed, Bertie started to count the
sides of shapes and explored them further with her
use of tessellation puzzles, appreciating, “Look...two
triangles make a diamond!” Then, out of the blue,
Bertie brought some sticks and playdough from home
and showed her key person how to build shapes using
the sticks (a connecting scheme now being applied in
her self-chosen play), which were connected by en-
closing the ends in playdough. She counted the sides
as she constructed
each 2D shape. She
also started to draw

the shapes (enclosing -
scheme), and to use

them to distinguish a clock in a house, a cupboard and
table in her drawings, and enjoyed recreating shapes
in dance with scarfs.

Bertie’s practitioner had facilitated a series of won-
derful learning journeys, anchored in her schemes
and schemas, and sensitively scaffolding her physical
engagement in activities to support spatial
reasoning and emergent mathematical

knowledge of shape. | I

Schemabizy
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My name is Karen Robertson and | work at Moorlands
Centre Nursery in Milton Keynes. This is a personal and
professional reflection, including a literature review, of
my SchemaPlay pedagogical journey. This journey in-
cludes my work with children with special educational
needs (SEN).

| have been interested in ‘schemas’ since 2013 when |
attended a study week, as part of my EYITT, at Pen
Green Nursery and Research Base. Here, | learned “a
schema is a pattern of repeated actions and clusters of
schemes develop into later concepts as they become
more refined.” (Athey 2007, p50). Children may try out
the same schema on a variety of different objects in
order to make generalisations about their actions. (My
notes from the schema session at Pen Green).

| was introduced to ‘trajectory’, ‘transporting’,
‘enveloping’, ‘enclosing’, ‘rotating’, ‘connecting’, ‘going
through a boundary schemas’, and | wanted to know
more so | read Chris Athey’s (2007) book, ‘Extending
thought in young children’. | wanted to get a better
picture of what schemas were and how useful they
could be in my practice. | found the book fascinating
and one thing that really stuck out for me was the im-
pact the project had on parental involvement in chil-
dren’s learning which was another area | was getting
increasingly passionate about, especially since it's one
of the biggest factors found in research to help increase
children’s life chances (Sylva et al 2004; Roberts 2009).

It was interesting how the parents really got stuck into
schema spotting and were excited to share what they
had observed with their child’s key person. Athey put it
like this, “nothing gets under a parent’s skin more
quickly and more permanently than the illumination of
his or her own child’s behaviour.” (Athey’s, 2007,
p.209). Athey defines schemas as “patterns of repeata-
ble actions that lead to early categories and then to
logical classifications. As a result of applying a range of
action schemas to objects, infants arrive at the generali-
sations that objects are throwable, suckable and banga-
ble. An infant may perform one schema on a range of
objects or a wide range of schemas on one object (Foss,
1974, pp. 208-9 cited in Athey, 2007, p50). Cathy Nut-
brown’s (2006) ‘Threads of Thinking’ introduced me to
the notion of schemas feeding mathematics and scien-
tific concepts and how it supports literacy development.
Arnolds (2010) book 'Understanding Schemas and Emo-
tions’ introduced the idea of how schemas were also
linked to children processing emotions. So | had a lot of
good grounding and now it was time to put it into prac-
tice. On my first placement for the EYITT | kind of stum-
bled headlong into schema spotting. | wasn’t expecting
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it to happen quite as fast as it did. | noticed a child who
was more watchful than engaged and shied away when |
tried to say hello. She had not attended nursery very long.
When we went to the garden | watched her. She did show
some interest in the wood chips and kicked them and
watched their effects. Then she jumped up and down,
looking down at where her feet were landing and paused
a few times. When | saw her a short while later, from a
distance, | waited until | caught her eye and, when | did, |
showed her a ball and placed it on a guttering ramp. |
checked to see if she was watching and then let the ball
go. This sparked her curiosity and involvement, and she
came over to join in. She also chatted to me about her
life. When we went back to the classroom for tidy up
time she ran to the mark-making area and quickly drew
lots of lines, folded her paper and held on to it until home
time. She also engaged in a story moving her hands up as
the teacher read “up, up, up”. |immediately wondered
‘could this be a trajectory schema?’. From that point on |
was hooked and followed this little girl and her peers,
looking for their schemas and trying to make sense of
them. Not only did | apply this new knowledge to my
training placements | also looked through the learning
journey | made for my own daughter while | was awaiting
my childminding registration, as well as other photos, and
could see some evidence of possible schematic behav-
jour. It all began to make sense.

A few years later, in 2017, | made a decision to revisit
schemas as, although | had continued to observe and
document them, | was beginning to question whether
this was a worthwhile pursuit as it was no longer clear
what | was doing with them once observed. So, | was
determined to revisit the books and literature | had to
enrich this area of my pedagogy and prepared my profes-
sional development plan. | found a course at Pen Green
‘Maths and science in the early years’ and | also came
across some information online and followed a link to get
a free SchemaPlay Pedagogy magazine which alerted me
to their first annual conference.

The Pen Green course was interesting. It linked the sche-
mas they were spotting to mathematical and scientific
concepts and showed how they did this by showing us
examples of learning journeys they had put together.
They talked about one boy who had noticed that when he
was hammering on the bench that corks beside him were
moving. The practitioner looked it up so she could ex-
plain it to him and found it was Newton’s 3rd Law of Mo-
tion — every action has an equal and opposite reaction.
Now he will not get this concept straight away, he will
need to have repeated exposure to it for him
to understand it, so the practitioner set up lj'
resources for him to explore it further.




They got us to brainstorm the different concepts experi-
enced through different schemas, such as the trajectory
and positioning schema, and to consider, for example,
how lining things up can support an awareness of length,
and how the positioning schema might support an aware-
ness of patterns.

I then began to play with these new ideas in my work and
thinking more about what the children were actually gain-
ing from their schematic actions. It was an interesting
journey for me as | learned more about science through
the children | worked with. The first SchemaPlay maga-
zine presented an incredibly impressive model and,
wanting to know more, | booked on to the SchemaPlay
conference hosted by Lynnette Brock
and John Siraj-Blatchford. It was real-
ly interesting to find out about the
distinction that Piaget talked about
in his later work of a ‘Scheme’ and
‘Schema’.

This distinction had been appreciated
in Athey’s (2007) ‘Extending Thought in Young Children’,
in which she states, “If the difference between a scheme
and schema reflect fundamental differences between op-
erative and figurative thinking, they are worthy of further
study” (p11).

SchemaPlay continue to carry out this study and their
conference was very informative with lots of explanation
and case studies to illustrate how, by building upon chil-
dren’s operational schemes, such as a trajectory scheme
and their schemas, such as a schema of a car (knowing
what a car is), the supportive learning through play can be
incredibly powerful. It was fascinating and | purchased
the books ‘Putting the schema back into schema theory
and practice’ (Siraj-Blatchford & Brock, 2015) alongside
the ‘SchemaPlay Activity Ideas’ Book (Brock & Siraj-
Blatchford, 2018) so | could dive in deeper. | put into
practice as much of the model as | was able to and, a week
later, | started working with a small group of children,
thinking about the schemes and schemas they were dis-
playing and immediately started to seed these with a vari-
ety of resources to support their application in a range of
contexts. Seeding, in accordance with the SchemaPlay
‘Zone of Proximal Development Flow model’, is placing
resources in the environment which enable the child to
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‘test out’ his/her currently applied schemes (like trans-
porting or containing) and known schemas (perhaps
cars or a horse, or hairdresser) and | found by following
children’s schemes and schemas, the resources facilitat-
ed better engagement, and fostered independence and
self-esteem.

It often frustrates me when SEN children are seen
through a deficit lens often obscuring their humanity
and setting targets to work on deficits with focussed
activities run daily, often with little regard for the child’s
operational abilities and how operations support figura-
tive knowledge. | have worked with a number of chil-
dren with different needs, some which staff attitudes
were not very optimistic or inclusive because they did
not know how to relate to these children as they saw
them through a deficit lens.

By applying SchemaPlay, you are always looking for
what the child ‘can do’ (their operational schemes) and
what they ‘know’ (recognition of pictures/objects/what
they talk about), so always inclusive, and aspirational—
for all children. The key is to provide as many contexts
for children to apply their operational schemes ‘what
they can do’, such as transporting and containing, and
what they know about, their figurative schemas, such as
animals/dinosaurs, and seed resources to enable explo-
ration of both (separately and combined) in a range of
contexts and once the children have explored these
activities, you can look to see how you might support
new learning, by taking the child as Vygotsky (1978,
p.86) suggested, from something known to something
within his/her capabilities and, in SchemaPlay, this
might be a short focussed modelled activity—just to
give the play a little spin.

| hope my formative observation of one of the children |
have supported (on the following pages) provides an
example of what this can look like in practice. The table
on page 18 shows how | seeded new contexts to sup-
port the schemes and schemas to be ‘tested out’ and
‘applied’ to a range of possibilities, and how | supported
new schemes and new figurative schemas through free-
flow play, by building upon the child’s firm foundations.
These included schemas of furniture and
categories of furniture, such as bedroom E
furniture, and extended her play narrative
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through stories, which included the schema of a house, and

stories which included the schemes of ‘containing’ and

’positioning’ that she enjoyed applying in her self-chosen

play. This fostered play narratives and language develop-

ment, as well as spatial awareness, as she played with

shapes and spaces. Case study:-

Amelia joined the nursery last September at 2:2:3.

Text by Karen Robertson reporting on her SchemaPlay She lives with her and mother and father. Despite
journey. A sample of Karen’s observations and ‘seeding’ her parent’s initial
of resources to promote learning in free-flow play are concern about sepa-

charted on the following page. ration, since she had
only ever been with
them, Amelia settled
in to nursery well,
showing signs of
enjoying exploring.

In Amelia’s second
term, | started to apply SchemaPlay and the observa-
tions on the following page report on Amelid’s play
and interactions over a 4 week period.

Amelia’s overriding scheme, the one that she ap-
peared to really want to apply in a range of contexts,
was a ‘containing’ scheme, and a schema that ap-
peared to interest her was that of houses ‘a house’
and ‘barn house’. Over the weeks, she self-scaffolded
through the ‘seeded’ resources a positioning scheme
and later, with support, she started to apply a posi-
tioning scheme in ‘grouping’ and ‘categorising’.

‘SchemaPlay
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Date | Observation Schemes/ | What | did in Focused/Co-Constructed activity
Schemas
Response
8/11 Scheme: Seeding:
Contain- Farm Animals
in
¢ Barn (support containing/
Possible enclosing)
emerging
- Farm Play Scene/small-
position- world (to support narra-
Amelia lifted the animal | ing/ tives)
B0 e s &7 2 trajectory | Read stories about farm
said "house”. Then she | (lining animals/life on farms
put it (1|own 'ant[r)lUt theh animals using props to support 3/12
animals inside, throug up). ~
the top, and shut the P) Itahguage :nd the an An observation of one of the activities
door. Then she took a|2|ng scfeme, aln f explored: Amelia has spent many weeks
them out through the Sch ) tS: ema ot animals fur- exploring the containing and positioning
door and repeated this chema: er- schemes in a variety of ways, and one
process several times. House Act out/engage in particulaf activity that she repeatedly re-
Later, she put the ani- ) dance—being different turns to is that of play with the doll’s
i ; Possible i i house. Today, Amelia was at the doll's
mals into a pet carrier h farm animals in play, - : Y,
and shut it, then ;Cnr(::g’? supported by storylines house holding the cooker and asked,
i ?

opened it again. She
tried to tip them out but
they didn’t fall out so
she removed them one
by one and put them
back into the ‘house’.
She lifted the ‘house’
up and down and then
started lining the ani-
mals up on the ledge
where the roof should
be.

to further support the
emerging schema inter-
est of animals.

Read stories about con-
taining, such as “There
was an old woman who
swallowed a fly” to sup-
port language and further
vocabulary about ani-
mals.

Sing counting songs
about animals.

Provide a range of re-

sources to contain ob-
jects in/seed groups of
objects.

Seeding: Dolls house
with furniture to position
inside (containing and
supporting possible
emerging positioning
schemes).

Seeding: Large, medium
and small size buckets/
bowls in sand and water

play.

Seeding: Nesting Dolls to
support containing—
possible grading
scheme/awareness —
schema of size.

From Nov-Dec activi-
ties explored in great
detail (independently).

Where cooker go?”. | repeated with intona-
tion and showing enjoyment, “Where does
the cooker go?”. We discussed what a
cooker is used for and considered where
cooking takes place at home. Amelia then
placed the cooker into the kitchen. Then
she asked, “Where does the table go?
Upstairs or downstairs?” Before answer-
ing, she put it upstairs. She then selected
a person and put it upstairs next to the
table. She then put the sofa downstairs
and this was followed by a person. Then
she picked up a bed and placed it upstairs
saying “bedtime” and placed 2 dolls in it
saying “Peppa go to bed”. Then she put a
person in the shower which initially she
struggled with and changed the orienta-
tion, lying it on its side whereupon her
friend said, “It's not a bath”. Amelia said
“Shower”. Then she shut the doors and
said “in my house” then she opened the
doors and said “in ok” then she collected
the cars, saying “cars”, and put the people
inside them.

This activity built upon Amelia’s containing
scheme and enabled new emerging
schemes of positioning and categorising to
be explored.

The schema interests were ‘house’,
‘cooker’, 'bed’, 'table’, ‘'shower’ and ‘cars’,
and an emerging schema of understand-
ing ‘size’/’'space’ through the

positioning scheme was

being explored.




| Engaging in the SchemaPlay Practitioner and Setting Accreditation Scheme

SehamaPlay

A Cammnity imeeet Company

How to become a SchemaPlay Accredited Practitioner and a SchemaPlay Accredited Setting:-

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

Find a day and half or three shorter session times to engage in SchemaPlay training. The training will include
case-studies and videos that will support your early years’ team to understand how they can observe the opera-
tional schemes and figurative schemas that children display in their free-flow play, and how to seed this play fur-
ther to promote self-esteem, self-belief, independence and a joyful immersion in meaningful learning.

After receiving the initial training, practitioners then follow a child in their nursery and start to engage in applying
SchemaPlay pedagogy. Our SchemaPlay trainers will support your team’s journey throughout this process.

Practitioners follow a child/children for up to three months, and are supported during this time by the trainer.
The practitioner then submits their learning journeys to the SchemaPlay Accreditation Panel who will provide
their feedback.

Having satisfactorily demonstrated their use of SchemaPlay pedagogy, practitioners then receive their accredita-
tion certificate, as Karen did in the article on the previous page.

Whilst the practitioners are completing their SchemaPlay pedagogical journey, the setting can also work towards
a SchemaPlay Setting Accreditation. There is a ‘SEYSA’ [The SchemaPlay Early Years Setting Self-Audit Tool] to
complete, which supports the early years’ team in identifying a particular area or areas within the setting to de-
velop. Over the three month period the team will be supported in these developments by a trainer, whereupon
the setting submits a final audit to demonstrate the improvements that have been made.

Once 50% of staff have received SchemaPlay Practitioner Accreditation and the baseline audit and final audit
have been submitted, the setting can then apply for, and then be awarded, a SchemaPlay Setting Accreditation.
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This Quarter’s Nursery Feature: i
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Tops Day Nurseries Group share their experience of embedding SchemaPlay into their practice. A __/"
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Having been aware for some years now of the wonderful nursery practice that the Tops Day Nurseries Group provide,
SchemaPlay were delighted when Tops’ founder, Cheryl Hadland, and Head of Compliance & Training, Amy Alderson
invited us to provide training for their in-house trainers to disseminate SchemaPlay across their thirty settings.

Initial training was provided with a small group of trainers who, over the past few months, have been following a group
of children to establish the schemes and schemas that they have been drawing upon in self-initiated/free-choice play.
After observing free-play activities, the trainers started to apply their new knowledge of SchemaPlay in their practice by
’seeding’ resources that extended the schemes and schemas that the children were applying. Having gained experience
in the identification of the schemes and schemas used by the children in their play, the trainers were able to build upon
these stable foundations, sensitively scaffolding new learning and development. A selection of their observational case
studies can be found on pages 23 to 31.

With almost all of the trainers now accredited as SchemaPlay trainers, we are delighted in this feature to share our re-
cent interviews with Cheryl Hadland and Amy Alderson, and to provide an insight into Tops Day Nurseries Group, their
hopes for cascading SchemaPlay and the reasons that they give for having continuous professional development so high
on their business agenda.

An interview with Cheryl Hadland,

Founder of Tops Day Nurseries Group

When was Tops Day Nurseries founded and what was the drive behind your creation of the group?

My first Tops Day Nursery was opened in Feb 1990. | bought the building at auction in October 1989. My son Rory was
born in October 1989, and | already had a 3 year-old. The local playgroup was lovely but open only for 3 hours per day. |
had wanted to combine my work as a diving instructor with a day nursery to serve not just my children but the many
children of working parents in the area.

We know that education is something that you feel very passionate about, not only the education for pre-schoolers but
also in terms of continuous professional development for apprentices and adults. In appreciation of this, we were ex-
tremely excited to work with your trainers towards SchemaPlay accreditation. Five trainers have now received their
accreditation and we wondered if you could provide an insight into how you see SchemaPlay being rolled out across
your settings, and the benefits you believe this will bring?

| see the first five trainers, and several more in the wings, delivering SchemaPlay in their own nurseries, role modelling
and cascading this to their colleagues. | am expecting the benefits will be an improved outcome for all children. We will
be monitoring this as a Key Performance Indicator (KPI) with great interest, but I'm also passionate about sustainability,
in all its pillars and | believe that SchemaPlay will support a more sustainable education for our children, and indeed for
us all.

Finally, we know that you personally have a strong anti-discrimination, pro-individual ethos. We therefore wondered
how you see SchemaPlay pedagogy aligning with the ethos of your settings?

This is true, Einstein’s comment that “fish don’t climb trees” resonates for me, i.e. there’s no point even trying to teach
any creature to do something they are neither designed, nor motivated, nor ready to do, as this can only go terribly bad-
ly. I would much rather enable children to have the opportunities to learn more about what they are interested in and
can enjoy. | want to enable children to develop through their interests and to be successful and for adults and children
alike to rejoice in having a wonderful satisfying day. | think SchemaPlay pedagogy will help adults to recognise what the
children are doing, and then facilitate opportunities to extend the children’s play, and therefore development in all are-

as. | am very excited because | think we can step up our provision through training the staff to use SchemaPlay pedag-




This Quarter’s Nursery Feature:

Tops Day Nurseries Group share their experience of embedding SchemaPlay into their practice.

An interview with Cheryl Hadland,

Founder of Tops Day Nurseries Group (continued)

-gogy. As ever | would like this to happen immediately because | would like EVERY child to have the best opportunities
possible now. But nothing happens without hard work and persistence, so we have started with some of our very best
colleagues and we plan to cascade it as soon as practically possible which, given the under-funding of the sector, and
now the Covid-19 pandemic and all the resulting changes we are forced to deal with, is a challenge. | just have to be
pragmatic and patient, but ensure that SchemaPlay is on every nursery within the group’s action plan. I’'m sure my team
will step up to this, just as soon as they can and, in due course, we will have all of our 30 nurseries incorporating Sche-
maPlay pedagogy into their daily practice. |think that will be something to celebrate and share widely.

An interview with Amy Alderson,

You have over thirteen years in childcare and have worked in a variety of roles, from practitioner, to deputy manager,
group operations manager and now Director of Audit, Compliance and Training. What is it about working in early years’

that makes you happy?

Happiness in my work comes from seeing the difference we make to children’s and families’ lives. Learning new skills,
offering support to parents and carers and generally improving outcomes for children. | have always been an advocate
for the importance of early years’ pedagogy and | treasure the opportunities that we have to really impact a child’s life.
Working with children exposes you to so many smiles. You get to witness so many ‘firsts’ and you celebrate the little
things every day. As an early years professional | feel very privileged that | am in such a fortunate position to be able to
influence their early years’ care and education. Working with children and their families gives me a sense of fulfilment

that is priceless!

As Head of Audit, Compliance and Training of the Tops Day Nurseries Group, we wondered if you could provide us with
some insight of what is important to you when co-ordinating training for your team of trainers?

The continuing professional development of our colleagues is very important for us to ensure we are keeping up with
best practice and therefore improving the level or care and education that we are providing. Any training that we en-
gage with is usually arranged following an audit or self-evaluation that has identified an area of improvement. It is there-
fore important for us that the training covers the learning objectives that we would like to meet.

We then need to ensure that any training we deliver will meet the desired learning outcomes and we would also consid-
er cost Vs impact to make sure that the training was going to be beneficial to the company objectives. Any training pro-
vider that we work with has to be flexible and adaptable in their approach to ensure that the training meets the business
needs. Many of our colleagues are hands on practical learners, so it is important that for any training that is delivered,
we can add an element of practical learning alongside the theory — this really helps our team absorb and retain the infor-
mation.

When completing train the trainer courses, having teaching resources provided is essential to be able to cascade the
training to the rest of the team. | also look for what follow up support is available for our trainers following completion

of a course.

SchemaPlay have certainly been able to provide this for us and meet our expectations! Thank you
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_5 Director of Early Years Audit and Training (continued)

An interview with Amy Alderson,

We know that monitoring and improving quality is vitally important to you and is a key plank of your role. From the
SchemaPlay learning journeys you have seen from your team to date, what would you say has been a key area of learn-
ing that your staff have taken away from this in terms of improving quality across your settings?

It has been an absolute pleasure reading the case studies that have been produced so far. The key principles that | have
seen in all of the case studies is the development of ‘building on what the child can already do’. It has taken some time
to adapt to the difference between ‘schemas’ and ‘schemes’, but the team are certainly strengthening their understand-
ing of applying SchemaPlay. The key improvements that | have seen so far are based around the provocations for chil-
dren’s learning. Our trainers are now clearly identifying children’s schemas and schemes and are using their knowledge
of what children already know and what they are interested in, to ‘seed’ further opportunities for learning. New
schemes are emerging with the children and our trainers are becoming more skilled at ‘seeding’ a child’s current scheme
and schema to be utilised in their free-play.

We are still working on rolling out the schema play training to all of our colleagues and coaching them through the prac-
titioner accreditation and | am excited to start monitoring the impact that SchemaPlay has on the learning outcomes for
our children.

il
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In SchemaPlay training we emphasise the importance of including the ‘journey’ in records of chil-
dren’s ‘learning journeys’. Too often we have found that records present only isolated ‘snapshots’
of a child’s achievement. Perhaps, most importantly, these records fail to show the contribution
that the adult has made to the child’s learning journey. We believe it is important to understand
that education is an essentially collaborative enterprise where the adult provides support, or
‘scaffolding’, to the child within what Vygotsky (1978) termed the child’s ‘Zone of Proximal Develop-
ment’. Where research has identified these key moments of support they have described them as
incidents of adult-child ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ and they have been strongly associated with
effective practice and improved outcomes. While the recording of children’s day to day learning
journeys will always be more summary in nature, the case studies included in the following pages
demonstrate the full potential of including the contributions that are made by the practitioner.
When our records include these contributions this also serves to enhance their professional status,
confidence, and pride. It will also serve to enhance the professional image of early childhood educa-
tion, and early childhood educators, in the wider public and political contexts.




reports on applying SchemaPlay in supporting Spencer’s (28 months) learning journey at home.
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| Spencer 28 - 30 months

Spencer has been unable to attend his nursery for
b the past few months, due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic ‘lockdown’. During this period, his parents
and | have been in regular contact. We have discussed
what types of play Spencer particularly enjoys engaging in
to support his continuing joy of learning at home.

Firstly, we shared what he knows about, his figurative sche-
mas. The schemas that he regularly draws upon in his self-
chosen free-play, both at nursery and at home. These are
generally focussed around transport. For example, he likes
to play and talk about cars, buses, dustbin carts and trains.
- These schemas have developed from his first
-hand experiences, such as watching a dust-
bin cart/the collection of rubbish as well as
¥ joining and watching his father service a car,
and watching trains pass a local signal box/

crossing on a school outing and seeing a bus
_ on ajourney to nursery.

He also has a schema of animals (he lives on
a farm) and schema of books. He knows
books have stories in them, and he enjoys

listening to stories and looking at books
independently. All these identified schemas have been
supported in the nursery through small world transport
and animal play, by reading stories and offering stories
with story sack props for independent
recall and narratives to develop, and
reading stories about animals and vehi-
cles to offer a range of new schema
contexts about animals and vehicles,
which enabled extended role-play
themes and new language to develop.
The books also supported Spencer to
appreciate that there are similarities
between animals and humans, as he

became fascinated by the fact that some
woodland animals in a storybook also
had teeth and eyes which led to further understanding of
similarities, such as animals and people both having some-
where to shelter — a habitat and a home, and both need to
eat; as well as extending his schema knowledge of farm
and domestic animals to that of woodland animals.

As Spencer is a very physically active child and his brother,
Austin, is too, his parents were keen to promote a play

i

-
=

environment, which support gross motor skills together
with resources which work better when two children come
together to take part in the play theme collectively, whilst
continuing to also offer small-world opportunities for inde-
pendent play. The reason for considering collaboration, is
this is an area which Spencer currently struggles with and
his older brother rarely chooses to engage with Spencer.

In order for the offering of resources to be a ‘pull’ — fully
engaged in, we also discussed the operational schemes and
behaviours that Spencer chooses to apply in his play, so
that we were not only supporting what Spencer knows
about, his figurative schemas, such as different types of
transport and animals but also what he can do, the opera-
tional schemes and behaviours that he regularly applies in
his play.

Spencer’s recorded and parent’s shared learning journeys
showed that he frequently applies operational schemes,
such as rotating, transporting, containing, trajectory and
positioning, as he enjoys moving small world vehicles along
and watching their wheels turn and roll. He enjoys making
and watching vehicles roll down ramps, which has support-
ed new schemas of distance and an emerging scheme of
measuring, and he also likes positioning and containing
animals inside vehicles and in lines on top of vehicles and
transporting them from one place to another. Just recently
he has also started to count the animals that he positions
on or inside vehicles, supporting an awareness of space,
volume and capacity.

After seeding the home environment with a variety of re-
sources, the first play activity was chosen by Austin, Spen-
cer’s five year old brother. Austin had chosen to collect
some stones and to contain them in a trailer (one of the
activities seeded to promote transporting and containing of
a variety of items, further supporting Spencer’s exploration
of and emerging schema of shape, space and volume). It
seemed that Austin wanted to play alone and was frustrat-
ed when Spencer excitedly came to join him. Spencer de-
lighting at the vehicle and the idea of containing the stones
in the trailer and then moving them — an activity which
related to his regularly applied schemes of containing and
transporting and to his schema interest of transport.

Sadly, Austin’s initial reaction was one of frustration and he
pushed Spencer away. His mother told me that usually she
would tell Austin off and cuddle Spencer, but instead she
picked Spencer up and talked to Austin about how he was
feeling. “I know you don’t want Spencer’s help ,

you are so good at doing things by yourself
aren’t you?”. “I don’t want his help”, said Aus- lj—
tin. She told me that Austin proceeded to tell ——




her about what he was doing and why he didn’t want Spen-
cer’s help. She said that she asked him to think about how
Spencer might be feeling. Austin reflected upon Spencer
looking sad, upset and the fact that he was crying. The
parent suggested he could consider how he could engage
Spencer in his work and that, for example, he might need
help to move all the stones. Spencer stopped crying and
was listening to what was being said. “I help you Austin”
Spencer said, “Do you think that’s a good idea Austin?”
asked his mother. “Spencer can put the small stones in the
truck, cos he’s a baby” replied Austin passing Spencer a
handful of stones (this scheme of exchanging an object
from one person to another is very powerful for supporting
collaborative play).

Spencer took the stones and placed them in the trailer.
Austin got on his bike to tow the trailer and his parent
asked, “How will you empty them when you get to the
other end, do you need help?”. “I help Austin, won’t I?”,
said Spencer. They discussed how this could happen and
Austin eventually said “He can get in the back, then he can
help me”. “Good idea”, she replied. Spencer jumped into
= FIL the trailer and they set off
= to the other end of the
ng;a park. Austin appeared to

‘n

= = realise that Spencer could

be useful after all and they
emptied and refilled the
trailer several times. Even-
tually Spencer was able to
join in with making deci-
sions by suggesting which direction Austin could travel,
when to stop, when to go and where to place the stones
and Austin listened and responded positively. Their collab-
orative play lasted for a few hours and their mother contin-
ued to role model critical thinking and problem solving.

This was excellent conflict resolution, as each child was
listened to and understood and the boys were learning how
to listen to each other and come to a compromise and res-
olution, which is a critical life skill. The emerging scheme
supported was that of empathising — a behavioural scheme
which helps support friendship, care and respect. This
requires a schema of feeling states — sad, happy, cross, etc.

As both Spencer and Austin enjoy stories, his parents will
draw their children’s attention to the facial expressions of

Paula Garret of Tops Day Nurseries in Southbourn
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characters whilst reading stories to provide further sup-
port. For example, they can ask "How do you know the
lady is cross?” or “What tells you the girl is happy?”.

In considering other next steps, the interesting play of fill-
ing a trailer with stones could support a variety of learning
around quantity and space. For example, a variety of
different objects (including stones) could be offered to
transport, enabling the boys to see how much of each ob-
ject could fit inside the trailer; promoting language of
‘more’ or ‘less’. They could be supported to count how
many of each object fit inside the trailer, a scheme which
Spencer has been apply- }
ing just recently when
containing animals in

vehicles, and which sup- |
ports an understanding —"‘I -
=

i

of space and measure.

During the initial play
activity, Austin had al-
lowed Spencer to sit in
the trailer, which would have meant that the trailer be-
came heavier to move. Spencer’s mother and | discussed
how she could continue to encourage collaboration be-
tween the children. They enjoy being outdoors and both
have an ‘anchor’ of transport and a transporting scheme.
We talked about the resources that the parents had availa-
ble to them and | suggested ‘seeding’ the environment with
equipment and resources that replicated their previous
experience of transporting. Spencer’s mother found a
wheeled bread tray, rope and objects to transport. Spencer
started to push the bread tray around the yard filling it with
objects. His brother also placed objects into the tray. Spen-
cer found the rope and tried to tie it to the tray. When he
realised that his attempts were unsuccessful, he offered the
rope to Austin saying, “You do it”. Austin managed to do
this. “We put toys in it?” Spencer asked. “Okay” Austin
replied. They proceeded to fill and pull the tray around the
yard, taking turns to pull it. After a while Austin said, “I
know, | will get in and you can pull, like | took you the other

I//

day, you pull”. He got into the tray and Spencer pulled him

around the yard, they swapped places and continued their
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collaborative play.

Next step ideas for nursery and home could
include:-
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Provide four containers with pictures of an object on them,
so that when the boys fill the trailer with a variety (the four
different) objects, they can be taken to an area where they
can be sorted. Ideally, the objects should be things that
can be recycled so that they boys can build upon their
transporting scheme to develop sorting and recycling
schemes. Stories about recycling can be shared, along with
picture images of recycling centres/discussion cards to
show why we recycle.

Wheeled vehicles with different sized wheels and a ramp
can be offered to extend upon the transporting, rotating
and trajectory schemes facilitating a new context for ex-
ploring distance and measuring distance. Spencer is able
to count, so he will be shown how to count building blocks
positioned in a line alongside the area where the vehicles
leave the ramp. As he already has a positioning and
counting scheme, it is hoped that he will then access this

play independently.

We have also discussed introducing new small world vehi-
cles into the accessible resources, which support an aware-
ness that some forms of transport make use of wind, such
as sailing boats, to extend the transport schema, and con-
tinuing to offer open ended resources to support trans-
porting each other.

Transport can also be offered with small-world people, to
further support the containing scheme and counting.

By sharing knowledge of what children enjoy doing and
what they know about, their schemas such as trains, buses,
etc., we have secure anchors to build upon. Spencer’s
mother and | continue to collaborate and we enjoy cele-
brating with Spencer his joy of learning in free play both at
home and in the nursery.

Written by Paula Garrett

Area Manager at Tops Day Nurseries,
Wollaston Road, Southbourn

Below—an image of the SchemaPlay Parent
Zone Board, which supports parent partner-
ships/activities at home.






















































