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A critique on the research report:

 Garrick,R, Bath,C, Dunn,K, Maconochie,H, Willis,B, and Wolstenholme,C. (2010) Children’s experiences of the Early Years Foundation Stage. DFE.

This research report was conducted by the Sheffield Hallam University Centre for Education for the Department of Education. 
The report explores the theme of exploring children’s perspectives on their early learning experiences, with the research considering an interpretation of these perspectives, considering what this data tells us about the effectiveness of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)
 This research was conducted across the north of England, across two different government regions, four different local authorities, fifteen different case study settings involving notably nineteen different children from the ages of 2 years eleven months to over six years old. The sample included both settings engaged in the EYFS and settings outside of this National Framework, including child minding, independent and a Steiner school setting.

The research had four clearly identified questions, examining to what extent the children’s experiences were base around enjoyable play, how well the individual children’s needs and interests were meet, to what extent their experiences included physical activity, both indoors and outside and to what extent the views of the children informed the planning and delivery of the EYFS by the practitioners in their settings.

This report is of significance to my setting, which is an infant school with combined nursery and children’s centre onsite. With the EYFS being a statutory framework, the implications and findings of this report to some degree may influence the practice we provide within our Early Years provision.

This  report used a range of methodologies and collected primarily observed data. The research emphasised a desire to  ensure that data collected represented the perspectives of the children, with the intention, in my view, to achieve what Lankser and Knobel (2004) observe:
“Making much use of observation data to construct richly descriptive and interpreted accounts of events, practices or cultures over time.

Lankser and Knobel (2004, p.219)

Evidence was collected using a range of focused observation methodology. Lankser and Knobel (2004, p.222) define this as an approach that involves the researcher
 “observing a context a specific or defined data collection intention in mind, it is the idea of going to a context and trying as much as possible to see, to see what is happening in relation to the key questions you want to answer.”  

Lankser and Knobel (2004)

 The focus of the observations remained tight to the four key research questions.
A  review of the reports literature.
In my opinion the reference list highlights a limitation to this study. When reviewing the supporting literature, aside from research methodology, it can be observed that only three of the text, Sutton-Smith,B. (2010), Gouch,K (2010) and Tizard,B and Hughes,M. (2002) are text that are not either published by the DCSF, written by the DCSF or written by authors or researchers connected to the EYFS, such as Anna Craft. This limited range of supporting literature effects the way in which I view the reports transparency. In considering this collection of literature I was left with a feeling that in some way this report, while looking to collect the perspectives of children experiencing the EYFS also appears to relay to its intended audience a bias towards EYFS practice. This may just be my own critical point of view, but one I would argue could be backed when observing that no alternative literature has been used or referenced, for example literature relating to Steiner pedagogy, when alternative settings were included in the researches sample.
Strengths of the Research.

I would argue that this piece of research is both valid and of relevance to those working in the EYFS. The research is well contextualised, purposeful and conducted in an ethical manner.

The status of this report is of importance as the EYFS is now a statutory framework for state schools.

The use of the Mosaic Approach (Clarke and Moss, 2001)
The Mosaic approach is a multi-method research methodology in which children’s own photographs, tours and maps can be combined with talking and observing to gain deeper understanding of children’s perspectives on the places in their early childhood. In my view, the use of such an approach as the researches core method of recording child voice links closely to the intentions of the research aims. 

This approach was used in a similar study, entitled “Spaces to Play: gathering children's perspectives,” by The Thomas Coram Research Unit, Institute of Education. In the evaluation of this study, one of the team of researchers observed:
“This approach to listening doesn't need to be seen as an extra activity that takes up valuable curriculum time, because this is about learning. At one level, there is the potential for learning goals to be achieved through working with children in this way: for example, developing speaking and listening skills through using the cameras. At a deeper level children are engaged in an active process of meaning making.”
(http://www.pupilvoicewales.org.uk/nursery/get-involved/mosaic-approach/ Source Accessed: 25/08/2011)
After reading this research report and, “Spaces to Play: gathering children's perspectives,” I will now look to use this methodology in my next project, as I believe that a key strength in both these research pieces, is the way in which the approach enabled children with different skills and personalities to contribute their experiences, with the intention of placing the child in the position of “expert”, experts in their own lives.

It could also be argued that the relevance of the key research questions underlining the study illustrate that the research team had a strong understanding of both the context and field of research in which they were about to engage, it can also be argued that the settings chosen covered a diverse range of early years educational settings ensuring that the study was not confined to state schools but inclusive of provision and experiences provided by independent schools, child minders and alternative pedagogies such as those experienced in the Steiner school.
I would also argue that the “readership” of the piece was well designed, with the research being presented in an accessible and easy to read format. In my view, the way in which the report was presented allows a class teacher to quickly scan through the findings, read in more depth certain points of interest and most importantly draw from the report findings observations that may influence their own practice. For example  as part of my early years network activity, I have decided in light of this report to try addressing the implications of the finding that most children expressed a view to having only limited ownership of their learning journeys and a sense of exclusion they experience due to such recorded documentations being heavily bias towards an adult audience.
Limitations of the research.

Limitations in the reports discussion of observations challenging EYFS practice.

It’s my point of view that the research highlighted two significant issues which were directly interpreted from the voices of the children contributing to the study and then not given sufficient discussion.
 The report identified that there were relatively few examples of  children in EYFS settings engaging in “Storying” (Gouch 2010), a term used to describe how children create narratives in the context of play.
 “Sally, 5 years, 2 months, enjoyed books mostly when away from the expectations of the teacher. Simon, 4 years, 11 months focuses on the book bands and his progress through the schools reading schemes.”

 In contrast, children from the Steiner setting and other independent settings, in which reading for pleasure prevailed, showed much more confidence in “Storying” (Gouch, 2010) were intrinsically motivated to play read and share books with peers and adults.
 “Sylvie, 4 years, Yo Lee, 4 years, 3months and Jenny, 4 years and 3 months who intrinsically enjoy reading and engaging with aspects of books and sharing reading play.”

The research further identified that where children had free access to a varied and flexible range of resources, large open areas and the opportunity to engage in, “Continuous provision” the opportunity to have free access to a wide range of accessible resources and, most importantly, unlimited time in which to develop their autonomous learning projects, the children demonstrated high levels of creativity, sustained their engagement in the learning for significantly longer periods of time and were distinctively more involved in planning their learning with a practitioner who promoted the child’s interests. These were not EYFS settings.
In both of these examples, the research seemed to indentify that with regards to reading and autonomous, sustained thinking, the best practices identified were not EYFS settings. Yet, from my perspective, the report then failed to use the children’s narratives of their experiences and the researchers observations of what was happening to engage in a more critical review of EYFS practice. 

In my view, the failure to be more critical of EYFS practice, or at the very least a failure to critique and discuss these significant differences in the children’s experiences, in this study, of reading and creative play,  limits to an extent the transparency of the report. As mentioned earlier when discussing the bias towards government literature in the reference list, the failure to at least enter into a more in depth discussion around these two significant comparisons again leads me to believe that the research team where looking with a bias towards The National Strategies and EYFS provision.

If the research was designed to include settings outside of the EYFS, and designed to capture and share the experiences of the children engaged in these settings compared to those in the EYFS settings, why was their such a limited discussion of the comparisons of experience in these two significant issues?
At times when reading the report I felt that the researchers writing the findings continuously attempted to counter negative children’s experiences of the EYFS by stating what those children should have experienced according to the  EYFS. 
For example, statements  such as, “The EYFS emphasises a development of learning through play...” used directly after a comparison had been made between the imaginative and creative play of a group of children from the Steiner setting, compared to the limited engagement in creative play from a group of children in a EYFS setting, seemed in my mind to appear as though the writer was trying to defend EYFS practice, to state what those children should have experienced, missing the opportunity to really develop an interpretation of why the two experiences differed in quality and outcome.
I would stop short of commenting that the report was completely bias towards the EYFS, it set out to capture children’s experiences of the EYFS and not compare it to other settings or critique it. 
Furthermore, in its conclusion the report made two significant critical comments: 

“Although many of the findings reported here are consistent with themes, commitments and guidance in the EYFS, it was also clear that there are omissions in the EYFS, in part due to the emphasis on children as receivers of a curriculum generated by adults...” 

And

“...it (EYFS) could give more emphasis to children’s participation in planning activities. A highlighted by McNaughton et al (2007) and United Nations General Comment 7 ( united National Committee, 2005), children have the right to express their views about, “The development of policies and services” and staff should recognise the expert contribution children can make.” 
In my view these final concluding observations in the report reflect a strength in the research relating to continuous attempts to unsure that the findings are connected to the voice of the child, with the child being seen as the expert. This is in keeping with the Mosaic approach adopted in the methodology.

As a practitioner reading the report, I just felt that an opportunity had been missed to use the communicated experiences and differing observations of the children in different settings to open up a critical discussion on the way in which the EYFS and National Strategies approach reading, literacy, communication and creativity.

Limitations relating to the ways in which the Mosaic approach was adapted and the qualitative data was collected and interpreted.
Most of the evidence presented in this report was done so either through short extracts from children’s narratives or adult taken photographs. In adapting the Mosaic approach the research, in my view, focussed almost exclusively on the interpretation observed data and not the maps, tours, drawings, photographs created in partnership with children associated to The Mosaic approach. 
This study was only conducted in the North of England within a collection of settings selected for their convenience.  There was no systematic approach to selecting the children from which evidence would be collected, again the children featuring in the report were selected on a criteria of convenience.

Within the report, the research team have stated that in adapting the Mosaic approach (Clarke and Moss 2001) and the  participatory rural appraisal techniques (O’Kane 2000)  they used a wide range of methodologies to conduct the study and collect data. In my view, the collection of children’s observations also included  narrative enquiry approaches and case study style observations, with the researcher either talking to the child and encouraging them  to discuss their experiences in their own narrative, or by observing how the children were engaging in their  learning at certain points/times of in the study.

The intention to include young children as part of the process indeed, as highlighted in the study, adheres with The United Nations Convention on The Rights of The Child, Article 12 which requires that children who are able to express their views should be granted the opportunity to do so freely, and the research methodology, in my view, also adhered to BERA Guidelines, points 14 to 19 identifying that this must be facilitated in a way in which the child is fully informed of the process and gives an informed consent to being part of any study. Both strengths of the report.
From my experience as a Local Authority Network Leader and Advanced Skills Teacher, I would argue it is essential that if such facilitation takes place, then the researcher needs to build a trusting relationship with those sharing their stories.

 This is fundamental, if the study is to overcome identified issues relating to what Bell. J (2005) defines as, “The vulnerability of the Interviewer”, concerns also observed in the 2004 revision of BERA Guidelines, issues relating the interviewees ability to effectively, “tell their story”, their ability to articulate and convey their understanding or viewpoint, their ability or comfort in being completely honest in the responses they give and importantly their ability to make the decision to no longer be involved in the study. 

This research was conducted across two different government regions, four different local authorities, fifteen different case study settings involving notably nineteen different children from the ages of 2 years eleven months to over six years old. 
While the methodology does not tell us the time frame of the study, it was published In December 2010 which could indicate, supported by the fact that case study settings were selected due to their convenience, that the study was conducted over a four month period, starting in September, the new school year. 
I would argue that when considering all of these factors, it would be extremely difficult for the research team to have built trusting relationships with the children or practitioners within the settings and while the research methodology was designed to record the voice of the child, what I actually felt I was reading, on occasions, was more a collection of opportunistic sound bites collected from the children that supported the interpretations the research team wanted to make.

The settings visited in this research were indentified using the term, “Case Study Settings”

Bassey, M (1999, p.108,109) defines case study as an, “Empirical Enquiry” conducted within a, “Localised boundary of space and time”. Bassey, M (1999, p.108,109) further identifies case study methodology’s main strength being that it is a research model that entails the researcher being part of the natural context of the setting.

Due to the logistical factors already outlined previously, it is my view that the researchers would have found it difficult to build a real trusting relationship with the practitioners in each setting and therefore find it difficult to research what was happening across all the case study settings in a natural way, the researcher being part of the natural environment of the setting as opposed to a collection of people who have come to observe and conduct research. The very notion of a researcher entering into any setting, especially the home of a child minding practitioner would surely impact upon the provision they observed at that moment, simple human nature would dictate that the practitioner being observed would want the research to see the very best elements of their setting and practice, not its natural day to day experiences. 

In my view, parts of the methodology seem to line up with Ethnography and the Ethnographic Style of approach to data collection. Brewer, (2000,p.6) Defines this approach as a way of, “ Studying children in naturally occurring settings by methods of data collection which captures their ordinary activities, the collection of data in a natural setting.”

 In my opinion, especially in considering the convenience sampling and range of settings included in this report, Ethnography and the Ethnographic Styles of approach have a further constraint when used in this style of research, in that the data collected relates only to that direct period of observation, its typicality could be questioned. 

It could also be argued that while the report outlines a collection of Key Findings, the reports literature does not provide specific figures or consistent data to comprehensively support the key findings. 

The key findings are arguably the research teams own interpretations of the data they collected. 

A table synthesizing the main points of my findings can be seen in the appendix.
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