The Provision of effective, high  quality childcare environments- a guide for the CCLD practitioner.
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Factors to be considered when planning a positive environment for children and families.  
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There are many factors to be considered when planning a positive environment for children and families, and it is important to consider not only the physical environment that is being created but the emotional one as well. For the purposes of this guide we will consider the following areas:

-Partnership and communication with parents/carers.

-promoting children's self esteem

-providing a healthy and safe environment

-the provision of an environment which meets children's individual ages/stages of development .

Partnership and communication with parents/carers.

Parents are a rich source of information about their children. The Curriculum Guidance for Foundation stage describes them as "children's first and most Enduring educators. "
They are the ones who know their child best, and the ones who will hopefully continue to support their child's learning throughout their time in school. Research 
has shown that where parents work together with the setting in extending their child's learning at home  the child has a better start when they enter formal schooling. Settings need therefore to share curriculum plans with parents so that they have a good idea of what is being covered, and also to share any early learning goals the child may be working towards. The setting should provide support materials or suggestions as to how parents can complement what the child is learning. In this way parents feel more involved and in touch with the life of the setting, and the child benefits too.It is important for the setting to  maximise the benefits of parental  knowledge by establishing and maintaining a good relationship with the parents. A parent will want to know what is going on in the setting, what their child has been doing, and any problems they may be facing. It is essential to recognise that  information should flow both ways to the mutual benefit of both parties. A variety of methods may be employed to achieve this, and it is advisable to use more than one way to suit  people's different ethnic  linguistic and educational backgrounds . For example, daily brief chats between staff and parents, newsletters and information boards (in appropriate home languages and use of illustrations where necessary), record books, parents days/evenings or open days. These all contribute to a positive environment as parents feel that their views are being taken into account, that they are well informed and valued.

Another way of creating a positive environment is to invite parents to contribute to the life of the setting by working as volunteers in various capacities- e.g. sharing a craft or activity, reading /storytelling, giving a talk about their job. Many of these ways of working with parents and encouraging them to visit and share in the life of the setting are recommended in Curriculum Guidance for Foundation Stage.
  Such contributions enliven the atmosphere of the setting  and contribute to diversity as the children learn many different things from other adults: the outside world effectively enters the setting and this can only be a good thing. 

Promoting self esteem and a positive self image

The layout and décor of the rooms should take the following into account:

-Displays should represent all children in the setting- for example if photographs of children are allowed, then all children should be shown. Drawings or other artwork should come from all children and be labelled with their name . Displays should also reflect all the cultures and home languages of the children. In this respect children can be encouraged to bring, for example craft items/ costumes or stories from home for sharing. This helps children to feel positive about their own cultural backgrounds.

-Coat pegs and work trays can be named or labelled with pictures to represent each individual child. This helps creates a sense of ownership and identity. The child is not just one among many but is an individual with their own space within the setting.

- The setting should plan to include a wide range of activities/ stations- e.g .sand and water play , home corner, reading area, so that children are encouraged to participate in all the activities and find something they enjoy and are good at rather than everyone having to do the same activity. 

-Areas should be visually stimulating, via colourful displays or posters. In addition to this consideration should be given to providing stimulus for all the other senses bearing in mind individual children's needs within the setting- e.g. hearing/sight impaired children. In this way the setting will be providing an opportunity for all children to feel affirmed through the physical environment.

- Providing child sized furniture and equipment promotes independence and a can –do attitude toward various tasks such as toileting, painting, washing hands.

Providing a safe and healthy environment

The setting must take care to implement the provisions of relevant legislation- for example the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, Fire Precautions Act 1971, Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Act 1988, Care Standards Act 2000. These will reduce the likelihood of accidents occurring. In addition to legislative requirements the setting should be clean and hygienic. To assist with this, careful thought needs to be given to the selection of flooring and furnishings. Tiled floors are easier to clean than carpeted areas. Washable fabrics and toys are preferable for the same reason, and reduce the likelihood of infection and build up of allergens. 

It is particularly important that areas for food preparation and toileting are planned so  they are kept separate to minimise the risk of cross contamination and infection. The siting of storage facilities for hazardous materials including soiled nappies and cleaning fluids should be such that they cannot be accessed by unauthorised persons such as visitors, parents or children. In   addition, storage cabinets need to be kept locked and hazardous waste separately bagged and identified.

Fire and First Aid precautions should be adhered to as required by relevant legislation. In planning the physical environment, care should be taken to provide prominent notices as to the location of fire exits, fire extinguishers/ blankets and the first aid box.  There should also be clearly displayed notices for the benefit of staff and visitors as to the procedure in the event of fire.  

The provision of an environment which meets children's individual ages/stages of development.

This factor is important because children need to have suitable toys and activities as well as sufficient supervision . In the absence of this, children may soon grow bored and lack stimulation, have accidents or have their development stifled. They may give up trying and devlop a negative attitude to learning and the setting.  A setting also needs to treat children as individuals not  a group. Children's abilities may vary greatly within an age range and from child to child. Staff need to observe individual children to gain an idea of their development and then provide activites accordingly.

Childcare workers need to consider the number and age of children in the setting and their developmental stage. Younger children will require a higher degree of supervision as will certain activities such as cooking, water play and climbing. The individual developmental needs or special needs of children need to be considered as some conditions may require one to one supervision or assistance.

When planning the location of activities it may also be helpful to separate by age group to avoid accidents and frustration from children being unable complete an activity because it is too difficult and also problems resulting from sharing toys between older and younger children. When children feel they have and equal chance to access and succeed in activities a positive environment is created.  Each child can then learn more, and enjoy more. 

Environment needs for the care and development of babies and young children under the age of three years. 

The period from 0-3 years is one of huge developmental progress and diverse care needs. The care and developmental needs of children within this age group can differ greatly even though they may be only a few months apart from each other. There are, however, some constants that apply to care and development needs across the whole age range. Of particular importance is the need for children to have a key person with whom to relate within the setting. Many researchers from Bowlby to more recently those involved with producing the Birth to three matters report have highlighted the importance of secure attachments to one or more adults to the emotional health and development of children. This has resulted in many settings incorporating the key worker system to support and befriend children in the setting, as well as being a focal contact point for parents' queries and comments. 

According to Maslow, children need to have their basic needs for food, safety, rest and security met as a prerequisite to any other developmental progress . How these needs are satisfied varies according to the age of the child- for example the amount of sleep required decreases with age, calorie intake increases with height/weight. Safety needs are related to the child's developing mental and physical abilities. Another constant is the need for a stimulating environment, although precisely what this consists of will depend on the age and developmental stage of the child. To illustrate the varying needs I shall consider children at the ages of 9, 18 and 30 months of "average" development.

At 9 months, children are beginning to become more mobile as the Birth to three matters category "sitters, standers and explorers" implies. They may be beginning to walk or pull themselves up. They can sit upright without support , crawl and roll with ease. Settings therefore need to have safety precautions such as stair gates, reins and safety harnesses in use, and carers must be vigilant in supervising this age group due to their enthusiasm for exploring. Babies may also reach up and grab objects whilst trying to balance, or simply out of curiosity. It is essential to guard against scalds and  burns, cuts and bruises from sharp corners, and overbalanced furniture- e.g. bookcases not secured to walls.

At this stage, babies are still learning primarily through their senses. They use their hands and mouth to explore objects so care needs to be taken that toys or any other objects in the environment are not small enough to be accidentally swallowed. Close supervision is again needed to monitor what is being put in the child's mouth.

In terms of food and rest requirements, babies of this age may be in the process of weaning. They may be able to feed themselves some finger food, and should be encouraged in this. Milk feeds are still a requirement as infants need a nutritionally dense diet. Babies still need daytime naps at this age so the setting must provide a warm safe and quiet place for this.

In terms of language development, 9 month olds are at the babbling stage.  It is of vital importance that carers encourage this use of language and react positively to all attempts to communicate. Research underpinning Birth to three matters points out:

" If their sounds, gestures and interactions go unrewarded they will soon give up. "
 

Providing an environment where babies and children are listened to, conversed with and encouraged to communicate is of enduring value to the holistic development of the child. It is not only their language skill which benefit: their self esteem and confidence is boosted, their social and emotional development is enhanced.

At 18 months, children are entering the "movers, shakers and players"
 phase. Their curiosity about the world around them is increasing, and this is aided by the fact that they can now walk and are often extremely active. The setting needs to make sure that there are adequate safety precautions indoors and outdoors to take account of this, together with sufficient supervision. Now that children are more mobile suitable toys such as sit and rides and climbing equipment and slides need to be made available.  Children now engage in solitary or parallel play alongside other children, and also like to play with adults. They may have a vocabulary of several words, but will understand many more. They continue to require encouragement to speak, and have adults who are interested in what they are saying. Children of this age are beginning to assert their independence and are subsequently subject to frustration and temper tantrums when they are unable to accomplish tasks or get their own way. Adults therefore need to step back a little and support children as they attempt to do things for themselves. 

At this age children learn through copying other children and adults. They also learn through experimentation and trial and error. This has implications for staff as they need to be patient in  providing explanations and yet also promote discovery learning on behalf of the child.  

At 30 months, children are well into the "walkers , talkers and pretenders" stage.
 They are becoming more independent in areas such as feeding themselves-( possibly with utensils, not just fingers), putting some items of clothing on, indicating when they need to go to the toilet. Some children may already be toilet trained at this stage. A child will have further refined climbing skills and be able to run safely. They can also ride a trike by pushing it with their feet. Language skill will continue to develop and it is at this stage that children begin to rapidly expand their vocabulary. Speech becomes more intelligible and children will begin to put words together and possibly form sentences. Staff can support this development by providing plenty of opportunities for children to find their voice through singing, circle time, and one on one conversations. The provision of good quality books and reading stories will also help. The use of storysacks can enable parents to promote early literacy in conjunction with the setting.

Role play and pretend play become increasingly more important to children at this age, so it is essential that the setting provides props which will encourage this, along with adults who are willing to participate and extend this type of activity. These forms of play are particularly valuable to social and emotional development as well as language skills. 

Children's growing confidence in their physical abilities means that safety equipment and supervision continue  to be required, but to a lesser extent than with the lower age ranges. Staff now need to focus on educating children about the risks they face and talking about the ways it can be reduced rather than preventing exploration. In a similar way , adults in the setting need to begin to  provide opportunities for children to practise their independence safely in areas such as going to the toilet, handwashing, helping to serve snacks and drinks whilst at the same time not withdrawing totally from the scene. Children at this age continue to need adults who will be their playmate, source of affection and security to support them as they attempt new things.  

Organizing the physical layout to meet the needs of all children.

Classroom Plan:


Organizing the physical layout to meet the needs of all children.

Roof Plan.
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Organizing the physical layout to meet the needs of all children.

It is essential to organise the physical layout of the setting to meet the needs of all children if they are all to have an equal chance to learn effectively and enjoy themselves . Montessori and Piaget both highlighted the importance of the child being an active learner, and to a large extent this can be facilitated by careful planning  of the  physical environment. Providing easily accessible materials and a wide choice of activities encourage the child to experiment and select according to their individual interests.   

The Classroom

Trays  for the storage of art & craft materials, small construction toys, playdough and tools, tapes and headphones. They are at a suitable height for children to access, and are labelled with both text and image of contents so that all children regardless of language  ability  know the contents and can replace them after use. 

Role play costumes are stored  on child size hangers on a low free standing hanging rail. Children can easily reach and see what the individual costumes are. It also keeps them neat and tidy.

The book corner has a child height bookcase which is secured to the wall to prevent toppling. Some books, especially those relating to a current topic will be displayed with covers facing outward to give an immediate indication of their content. Several small chairs and a tape recorder for audio books are located close by. There will be duplication of popular titles in audio and written format as this helps children in the setting who have English as a second language.

Quiet area- this is adjacent to the book corner and has oversize cushions for resting or reading.

A whiteboard which can be used with either marker pens or magnetic shapes etc is attached to the wall at child waist height. It is located in a quieter part of the classroom to encourage experimentation with mark making.

The Roof Area
This area has overhead shading on all four sides with an open space in the middle. Due to the hot and sunny climate, all activities which involve a child sitting or standing for a period of time are located under the shades to avoid sunburn, heatstroke etc. a water fountain and disposable cups are provided for the same reason.

The central area of the roof has been left deliberately empty to allow plenty of space for the use of trikes /wheeled toys, or just running around. This are is particularly important as many children from the setting  live in apartments with no outside space and consequently lack opportunity for outside play and physical exercise. 

The water tray is a purpose built large oval at a height suitable for either sitting or standing (small chairs are available nearby for this purpose.) Adjacent to the water tray are self service hanging pegs and protective aprons and a selection of toys stored in wire mesh crates to enable children to easily view the contents.

There are two sets of easels provided on the roof- one is near the water tray for "painting" with water and large brushes, and the other is located near the ride on toys for use with chalk or pens and paper. Children are  thus given an opportunity to experiment with a variety of  forms of mark making involving both gross and fine motor skills.

The roof area also has plenty of tables and benches suitable for resting/ chatting with friends, together with a domestic play area  and slides. In this way children are offered a wide choice of both quiet and more active forms of play, opportunities to play alone, alongside or in a group. Such choices have been recognised as being of value to fulfilling the enjoying and achieving outcome of  Every Child Matters, and also cater for children's diverse needs and interests.


An example of daily routine for children aged 3.5- 4.5yrs.
	Time
	What happens
	 E4 How this meets developmental needs of children.

	7.15 – 7.30 a.m.
	Children arrive and play outside in playground.
	This segment of the day is always the same. The children know what to expect when they arrive at the setting, and this helps them to feel secure. A brief period of play at the start of the day is physically stimulating yet  undemanding as it is under the child's control. It is also an opportunity for them to socialise with their peers.

	7.30 a.m. 
	Bell rings and children line up outside their classrooms.
	The bell ringing and lining up provide a predictable transition period for the children. Knowing what comes next and what is expected of them removes anxiety and develops self-confidence.

	7.30-7.35 a.m. 
	Teachers take children into the classroom and each child puts their bag etc onto their own coat peg.
	Taking responsibility for their own belongings helps promote self esteem. 

	7.35 a.m.
	Children sit on the floor for registration and welcome. The teacher greets each child as they answer  the register, and outlines what activities the children will be involved with . 
	All the children know who is present and who is absent. This re-enforces the idea that each child is valued and creates a sense of community.

	7.45 a.m.
	Discussion time- this will be related to the current topic.
	Sitting on the floor (usually in a circle ) means all the children can see each other and it helps them to concentrate on what is being said. It is important to encourage skill of both listening and speaking in this age group and discussion time provides a forum for each child to contribute if they wish to. 

	8.05 a.m.
	Roof  top free play time (outdoors).
	Free play time outdoors is valuable to the child's all round development. It provides opportunities for physical exercise, but also social and emotional development through activities such as domestic play.  Children need to be free to play either as a group or on their own. Some children may not be socially ready to play in a group at this age.

	8.50 am 
	Tidy up time on roof and water break.
	Another transition period which helps children adjust to change of activities. Tidying  up  further develops social skills of co-operation and consideration of others. Water break is essential after a period  of physical activity.

	9.00- 9.05 am
	Children go back downstairs and into classroom, where they wash hands and get their lunch bags out.
	Children are learning about importance of hygiene at meal-times. Getting their bags themselves encourages independence.

	9.05- 9.20 a.m.
	Children sit at table and eat lunch together. When they have finished they put bags away and help to tidy up tables.
	Sitting together around table promotes social development  as children can chat together. Tidying up encourages responsibility for belongings and the environment. 

	9.25-9.45 a.m.
	Break- time- children play outside in playground.
	Outside play provides an opportunity for vigorous physical activity and release of tension. Children need access to indoor and outdoor activities, and periods when they are free to be either  boisterous or relax.



	9.45-11.05 a.m.
	Choice of activities (varies according to day) and adult led activity.


	Children of this age need a combination of independent activities and adult led or directed ones. The adult led activities will seek to extend children's skill and knowledge in small groups or on a one to one basis, or introduce new skills/concepts.  Free play is important because it allows children to follow their current interest and schemas, and adult guided activities are of value in introducing new concepts and supporting or scaffolding children until they feel more confident or understand it. It also helps them to achieve more than they would alone. This reflects Vygotsky's and Bruner's theories of the zone of proximal development and scaffolding. 

	11.05a.m.-11.25 a.m.
	Second outdoor break
	See comments for 9.25 a.m.

	11.25 a.m.
	Story time and singing
	Children are starting to feel tired. This activity provides a chance to sit still and relax, whilst at the same time helping speech and language development in a non threatening way. At this stage of development children need the opportunity to enrich and extend their vocabulary. The activity also  aids emotional and social development as children learn to identify with the characters in books. The session is designed to not to be over –long bearing in mind children's attention spans and tiredness.

	11.45 a.m. 
	Choosing time
	Children are quite tired  at this point in the day  so having a free choice of quiet activities is relaxing for them. 

	12 noon
	Parents arrive to collect children from classroom.
	

	12.15 p.m.
	Any uncollected children are moved to activity room where they can sit and watch a video or look at books until parents arrive.
	Quiet activity provided plus children may rest on cushions. Staff are on hand to reassure children who can be worried that they have been left behind.


  Flexible routines

The routines used by the setting are of course, flexible. Certain elements will always be in place to ensure that basic needs, such as food, water, security and stability are always being met. This is in line with Maslow's theory of the hierarchy of needs. The children's well- being, learning and development cannot begin to be promoted until these needs are met.

A repetitious, predictable routine serves to reduce or remove anxiety, and is of particular value to the younger child, or one who is just entering the setting. Lena Engel notes:

" Routines are the building blocks of daily life that help children sequence the events in their lives and that support them in adapting to new people and environments. "

The routine itself is a source of security, but at the same time it can be used as a launchpad into the unknown. It can help children to cope with unexpected changes, such as moving to a new unit within a setting, the absence or departure of a key worker. As long as the child feels they have some familiarity and continuity they will find it less stressful.  

Flexible routines make room for unexpected learning opportunities and make it possible to capitalise on children's individual interests. A visit to the setting by a newborn sibling, or extending an activity for longer than expected because the children are enjoying it are examples of this . A willingness to abandon activities or routines that are not working and result in boredom or poor behaviour of children is of benefit to the teacher and the children. It is difficult to predict how long children may wish to be involved in a particular activity, or whether they will find it interesting at all, and at such a point flexibility ensures that  learning and enjoyment can be maintained and not sacrificed to the demands of a timetable. 

Flexible routines support the well-being, learning and development of children in many ways. The "routine " element ensures that basic needs will be consistently catered for and that children can derive confidence from knowing what comes next, with the subsequent dividend of increased independence and self-esteem. This is highlighted in Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage .
 The "flexible' element acknowledges that a child's individual needs and interests should take priority over "planning" and that activities are not set in stone but can be changed where children will benefit more. This is in line with  Piaget's theory of the child as an active learner, and more recently, recommendations in Curriculum Guidance for Foundation Stage which highlight the value of making effective use of "unexpected and unforseen opportunities".
 A flexible routine is also one of the key sub-scales used as an indicator of quality on the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-R) in the EPPE report. The report concluded that settings scoring highly on the ECERS-R had a lasting positive impact on children's development.
 

Supporting the learning and development of children via physical care routines. 

One example of  physical care provided in the setting is handwashing.  From the time a child first starts to attend the setting this practice is emphasised as being of great importance. A variety of methods are used to teach and remind the children how and when to wash their hands. Posters depicting two hands under a tap are displayed by the sinks and inside the toilet cubicles as a visual reminder. At the start of the school year, a nurse comes to visit the setting to discuss with the children why they need to wash their hands and demonstrates the correct way to do it. Handwashing is incorporated into the daily routine before snack and lunchtimes, and after outside break . Children are reminded by staff to wash hands after using the toilet, before any cooking activity, after sneezing and of course after any messy play activity. The importance of handwashing is also revisited during the course of the year in topic work on "my body".

Learning to wash their own hands is not just a matter of developing good hygiene habits: children are also learning other skills and abilities. Switching taps on and rubbing hands dry develops fine motor skills, and learning to take turns at the sink , keeping the sink clean and tidy build up a child's social skills. They are also learning to be more independent , and mastery of these abilities is beneficial to the development of good self esteem.  Younger children need more initial supervision , but at this stage in their development most children are well on the way to independence and  only require simple reminders . They may be more interested in learning about disease prevention aspects rather than the physical task itself, along with developing an understanding of the concept of how being clean is related to social acceptance . This technique using a familiar practise as a starting point for wider discussion and recognising the interrelatedness of many topics is commended in Birth to Three Matters.     

Physical care routines provide a useful means of teaching and reinforcing skills and abilities as by their nature they are repetitive. Children have many opportunities to practise the skills in an informal manner till they become, like the activity itself, second nature. Practising physical care routines becomes therefore a valuable opportunity for holistic development . 

Providing Nutritionally balanced snacks and meals in a childcare environment.


Below is a sample menu for a setting with children aged 3.5- 4.5 yrs old, attending from 7.15am- 1.00p.m.

	Nutritional Value
	Fruit and vegetables are provided every day to ensure adequate sources of vitamins, folates and dietary fibre. Also provided is carbohydrate for energy and protein for growth needs.
	Meat , fish or vegetable proteins provided daily to provide protein, iron and minerals such as zinc and magnesium.
	Vegetarian meals are balanced so that plant food proteins are properly combined to form complete proteins.
	Wherever possible food is home- made to reduce the amount of salt, sugar , additives and colourings used. Unsaturated fats are used where possible in baking- eg muffins.
	Milk & dairy produce are served each day in a variety of ways so that even if a child does not like to drink milk they will still get calcium in another form  e.g. yoghurts, custard, cheese.

	Lunch
	Lamb & vegetable hotpot./

Vegetable hotpot.

Stewed fruit & plain yoghurt.
	Jacket potato with tuna and sweetcorn or cottage cheese & sweetcorn.

Salad.

Fruit crumble & custard.
	Vegetable curry, rice & lentil dhal./

Chicken curry, rice & green beans.

Fresh fruit salad.
	Shepherd's pie, peas & carrots/

Vegetarian shepherd's pie, peas & carrots.

Melon & strawberries.
	Chicken & pasta bake with broccoli/ vegetable pasta bake with broccoli.

Rice pudding and tinned fruit (in own juice.)



	Snack

Drink- water or milk.
	Toast and a selection of fruit spreads.

Choice of fruits.


	Plain yoghurt and a selection of dried fruits.


	Hummus, breadsticks and assorted vegetables for dipping.


	Apple or banana muffins.


	Selection of cheeses and savoury biscuits.

	Day
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5


The menu aims to provide a variety of foods from all of the five main food groups- i.e. bread, cereals & potatoes, fruit & vegetables, milk & dairy, meat, fish & alternatives, foods containing fat and/or sugar. It also attempts to provide meals which have the recommended ratios of starches, proteins, fats etc. The meals provide food that is nutritionally rich and contains adequate calories in line with children's energy needs. At this age children require on average 1600 calories per day. Fat is used in moderate quantities as a low fat diet is not suitable for children aged 2-6 years.

Encouraging a healthy enjoyment of food and developing children's independence.

The setting aims to promote a healthy enjoyment of food in a variety of ways. Firstly, adequate time for meals and snacks is incorporated into the daily routine so that children can feel relaxed about this time of day and not have to rush their food. Staff sit with the children at both meals and snacks, and also eat with them at snack time. This makes for an informal and sociable atmosphere where children can chat with each other and staff. In addition to this, staff can encourage good table manners and model healthy eating habits as well as praising children for eating their meal or trying out a new food.

A weekly menu is posted on the wall so that both children and parents know in advance what food will be available. Children are allowed to choose vegetarian or non-vegetarian options, what they will drink, and their daily snack offers choice. This gives the children a sense of control over what they are eating whilst still maintaining a good nutritional balance.

Independence is promoted in the serving of meals and snacks. The setting uses a "helper" system whereby each child has the responsibility of being a helper on a set day. The helpers give out plates and cups at snack time, and help staff at lunch time to set the table and wipe tables clean afterwards. All children serve themselves at snack time and at lunch time all children return their plates and cutlery to the serving area.  Children are encouraged wherever possible to use cutlery by themselves.

Meeting special needs.

A high proportion of the children in the setting are Muslim, so all meat used in the setting is halal slaughtered and no pork or pork by-products are used. In addition any processed product used in the setting will also be certified halal.

There are a few vegetarians attending the setting, so a daily vegetarian option is provided, and is available to all who want it  including those from a non-vegetarian background. Where possible, the two options are quite similar so that children are not singled out as being "different" due to what they eat.

How the early years team can work with children and their families when planning and organising the children's environment.

It is important to provide opportunities for parents to contribute to both the physical and emotional/social environment of the setting. The Every Child Matters enjoying and achieving outcome highlights the necessity for setting to support parents as partners in order for children to be able to enjoy and achieve to their full potential.

Parents may wish to contribute by making or repairing items to be used in the setting- e.g. playground equipment. They may be able to provide décor- e.g. fabrics and cultural artefacts for display which will add a touch of each child's home to the setting and avoid a sense of institutionalism. This is an easy way to attractively represent diverse cultures. In our setting we have used traditional Bedouin Sadhu  cushions for the children to sit on in the reading area and have asked parents to provide ethnic costumes for their children on  Kuwait national day celebration . 

The early years team should encourage parents to be a part of the setting. Their presence adds variety and interest for the children. They can help with storytelling or reading. This is particularly helpful where children do not have English as their first language as parents can tell a story in their home language, or provide help with translation. Grandparents may come and read; this adds a good intergenerational mix, as do visits from older siblings.  In our setting we have sixth formers attend the setting once a week to read with individual children and as play partners during free play activities.

Parents' and children's thoughts about the setting should be considered when planning and organizing the environment. Their views can be solicited via a variety of methods e.g. questionnaires, a suggestion box, discussion at open days/evenings, P.T.A. meetings. The early years team needs to find out   what parents like/dislike about the environment- and what they would like to see added. Similarly, children's views should be sought using an appropriate method- Beaver et al
 cites the example of  asking a child to take a teddy around the setting and asking the teddy to tell them what it likes.  In particular, sharing curriculum plans and educational aims is a key way to involve parents and children in the life of the setting. Once again ,this is a two-way contributory process. When deciding, for example which topics to cover, children's and parents views should be sought. Where children have a particular interest, they are more likely to want to learn. The EPPE report noted that settings who shared child related information between parents and staff, together with educational aims and encouraged parental participation in the child's learning had a positive lasting effect on children's development.

An analysis of the importance of working in partnership with parents/carers when planning and organising childcare environments.


As has been previously stated, parents are the child's first educators and primary care-givers. They have "inside knowledge" that a setting ignores at its peril. Failure to establish a good flow of information from the home to the setting and vice versa can lead to misunderstandings which adversely affect the relationship between the two, and which, more seriously, can affect the quality of care and learning being provided to a child. Examples of potential areas for conflict include awareness of the setting's routines and policies, such as a healthy eating policy, discipline/behaviour management, rest and sleep, and personal care routines. With regard to routines and policies, settings need to tread a fine line between not dictating to parents how to do things – such as settling their child to sleep, dealing with problem behaviour, providing a healthy diet- and yet at the same time uphold standards of recognised good practice . The setting needs to work with parents to establish an understanding of how they feel about the setting's policies: whether they understand them- have they been made available in a suitable format for all users? – and also the rationale behind them. For example, a parent may send a child to the setting with sweets because the child enjoys them, and the parent sees it as a way of expressing affection. The setting may, however, have a no- sweets rule as part of a healthy eating policy. In this case, to deal sensitively with the matter the setting would need to explain why the rule exists- e.g. sweets can be harmful to dental health, they have no nutritional value and can spoil appetite so the child does not eat meals, it causes conflict with other children. The parent may not be aware of any of the above facts, and a friendly discussion may put them at ease as well as educate them and benefit the child. Similarly, it is vital that the setting gains an understanding of individual family preferences and practices with regard to rest and sleep routines- when does the child normally get up in the morning, and go to bed at night? Do parents want/expect  their child to sleep in the daytime? Again, where there may be conflict between good practice as implemented in the setting and parental expectations, it is working in partnership and discussing the reasons for an action that will help the child most. Asking parents how they do task such as changing a nappy and caring for hair or skin also means that the setting can provide personalised care for a child which can minimise distress  and provide continuity of care. By listening to parents and documenting their comments in a child's file settings can demonstrate that they do actually value parental knowledge.

One area where working in partnership can make a tangible difference is behaviour management.  Where one child has been hurt by another, or where a child is aggressive towards another, the parents have a right to know the details of what happened and how the situation was dealt with. If these facts are not related directly to the parent, but instead gained through hearsay, the parent will become extremely angry and a negative atmosphere is instantly generated between the setting and home.  The details may be inaccurate or exaggerated. Where an effective partnership exists, staff will share information calmly with the parents and suggest a course of action. Parents in return can provide feedback on how their child behaves at home, whether they have ever done this kind of thing before, and whether there are any mitigating factors to be considered. They can also share how they normally deal with problem behaviour. Following an exchange of information and ideas, parents and staff can work on a strategy together. This is far more likely to elicit change than if just one party works on the problem. Partnership and early intervention can prevent the child becoming labelled as a "problem" by staff, parents and other children. As the Curriculum Guidance for Foundation Stage points out, 
 responding quickly to  the problem and developing a plan with parental input can prevent learning difficulties from developing. In this way, everyone benefits. Staff hopefully will not have to deal with continuing  bad behaviour, other children's play and learning are not disrupted, a positive atmosphere prevails and the child themselves learns new skills. As the EPPE report noted :

"pre-school and school settings that do not include parent support and education are missing an important element in raising achievement and enhancing social and behavioural development." 

In addition to it being good professional practice to work in partnership with parents, there is also a requirement upon all settings registered with OFSTED to do so. Standards 10 and 12 of the National Daycare Standards for Unders 8's make specific mention of this. With regard to children with special needs, Standard 10 states:    

" Steps are taken to promote the welfare and development of the child within the setting in partnership with parents and other relevant parties. "

This statement could apply equally to all children in a setting, but with special needs children there is a real danger that where settings do not work in partnership with parents they end up operating on assumptions about what is best for the child and ignore personal circumstances and individual needs. This may lead to false expectations of what a child can and cannot do, with the result that the child may be under or over challenged and their development hindered. On the other hand, parents may  be over-protective of their child and wish staff to do more for a child than they really need : again adversely affecting the child's development. Once more an ongoing partnership encouraging discussion between staff and parents , and possibly other professionals can avoid this.   With regard to children with disabilities, parents can provide input over areas such as physical care, and how suitable existing access facilities are. It is a great help to staff to gain input from parents as although they may have some knowledge of medical conditions, disabilities or learning difficulties through training courses, they still require a personal knowledge of the individual child's needs. Staff may otherwise feel anxious about how best to deal with the child, and this could be detected by the child with possible resultant damage to their self esteem.  

Settings need to continually work in partnership with parents. It is not enough to simply gather information from parents when a child first enters the setting as there are many factors that can affect the development and welfare of a child which may otherwise go unnoticed. Events such as the birth of a sibling, the death of a family member , marital or relationship breakdown can affect the behaviour of both the child and the parent, and the network of relationships between parent and child, setting and child, setting and parent. Behaviour which might appear aggressive or withdrawn from either parent or child towards staff may lead to misunderstanding and a failure to support both the child and the family who are undergoing a stressful event. Unless the setting works at developing a sensitive relationship with parents they may feel unable to disclose information which could be of use. Where parents may seem to be impatient or abusive towards staff members a real rift can develop on both sides. Staff and parents could begin to develop hostile and defensive attitudes towards each other, making any discussions about the child's welfare extremely difficult. Children themselves may pick up on the hostility, or even find that they are being treated differently because of bad feeling related to their parent. A downward spiral is thus created which would take considerable effort to ameliorate. 

In addition to parents providing ongoing information to the setting, the setting must also reciprocate. There may be changes that parents need to know about in advance to help their children adjust, or simply to allow parent's to adjust their schedules. Examples of these can include changes to routines, such as a day trip out, the absence or departure of a  child's key worker, or a child moving from one unit to another. If parents are not aware of these changes they may not understand why their child is upset and be unable to comfort them appropriately.  They may wish to meet a new key  worker or visit the new group their child has moved into. Parents are naturally anxious when these types of changes occur, and as well as reassuring the parent, discussing such changes will provide a further opportunity to gather information from home which will help the child and staff to adjust to the changes.

Working in partnership with parents and carers is of vital importance when planning and organising effective childcare environments. As previously stated, to be of any real value the partnership must be ongoing and truly bilateral. Parents need to feel that their views and contributions are valued by the setting whilst at the same time recognising that the setting can provide them with valuable insight into their child. When both parties work in partnership they can resolve issues or difficulties together, with great benefit to the child. One side reinforces the other, and ensures consistency of care and practice both at home and in the setting. Where such a partnership is in operation the welfare of the child really is being made paramount. 

Conclusion: An evaluation of the effects of a caring, nurturing and responsive childcare environment.

The value of a caring , nurturing and responsive childcare environment in both the short and long terms cannot be stressed enough. Environments which meet children's physical, educational ,emotional ,social and safety needs are greatly enabling. In the short term, children will look forward to attending the setting- in the long term it may help create a positive attitude towards going to school. A setting which successfully caters for children's needs for security and stability  will produce children who are more confident and able to cope with changes and transitions. On the other hand, where children feel insecure and fail to form a significant attachment many areas of development can be hindered. Where children have the support of adults who are good role models in terms of behaviour they will be strongly influenced by this. In contrast, negative attitudes and behaviour from staff will adversely affect children, and where a child already has existing emotional or behavioural difficulties it can compound the problem instead of offering a strategy for change.   

A responsive childcare environment where staff know how to support and challenge children's thinking, learning and behaviour will result in higher levels of personal satisfaction and cognitive skills. Conversely, where children are "left to their own devices", for example to play with a poor selection of materials and little in the way of planning or adult intervention there is a danger that children will stagnate intellectually, emotionally and developmentally. This is particularly damaging where a child may already have some form of disadvantage as a window of opportunity to improve their future life chances is being missed, possibly with little chance to make up in subsequent schooling. The positive benefit of a caring nurturing and responsive childcare environment in combating social disadvantage lie at the heart of government initiatives such as Sure Start.   

The EPPE report has confirmed that "quality" environments (as defined in the ECERS-R and E scales
are positively related to children's cognitive progress and better social/behavioural outcomes.
 The first EPPE report noted this influence remained with children up to the end of Key Stage 1; the second EPPE project is currently looking at whether this influence persists up to age 11. 

Where children's basic needs are not met by the setting, they will effectively fail to thrive. A child may feel insignificant, suffer from physical, mental or emotional health problems. Their self esteem will be low and they may become withdrawn and unwilling to speak or socialise. This has an obvious negative impact on their ability to learn and develop. If adults do not provide care and affection they are not only failing to cater for a child's needs- they are neglecting them. This can result in long term psychological damage and limit their educational prospects.

A nurturing environment which recognise and caters for the individual needs of each child will clear the way for a child to reach their potential. On the other hand, where children's individual needs are subsumed to those of the group, or where assumptions are made about a child's abilities there is a danger of children conforming to low or poor expectations. 

A caring, nurturing and responsive childcare environment can produce children who are positive about their abilities and positive in their behaviour towards their peers and adults. The environment can provide firm educational and developmental foundations as well as equip children for a secure transition into formal education. Its benefits are both immediate and long term and ultimately its effect is to produce the optimum conditions for all round personal growth .  
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� Curriculum Guidance for Foundation Stage p9


� The E.P.P.E report 2004


� Curriculum Guidance for Foundation Stage p9


� Sure Start commentary on Birth to three "A Skilful Communicator" from www.surestart.gov.uk..


� Birth to Three Matters category


� Birth to Three Matters category


7 Engel, L "Security is key" article , Nursery World, December 2005.


� Curriculum Guidance for Foundation Stage p23


� Curriculum Guidance for Foundation Stage p15.


� EPPPE report p16 . Flexible routines were not just those with a balance between structure and flexibility but also allowed variations in the schedule to meet individual needs.


� Children's Care, Learning and Development , p366.


� EPPE report p37


� Curriculum guidance for foundation stage p18


� EPPE report p57


� for a summary of the standards, see Children's Care, Learning and Development p48.


� The ECERS-R scale consists of 43 items which assess the quality of early childhood environments. They are grouped into 7 subscales : personal care outines, space and furnishings, language-reasoning, activities, program structure, parents and staff, staff-child and child-child interactions. I have considered many of these factors throughout this guide.  


� EPPE report p40
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