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Introduction

This book is about children’s development and learning. The focus is on understanding
both the developmental patterns and sequences in children’s development and how
the context of this learning impacts on children’s progress. Knowing about children
and their development underpins all that we do in early years. It enables people who
live and work with very young children to interact with them in an appropriate way
and to provide developmentally appropriate experiences to support their development.
Knowing about child development also enables us to identify children who may need
additional support to enable them to maintain developmental progress and to learn.

This book is divided into four sections:

e understanding the context of children’s development;
e understanding children’s development;

¢ child development in practice;

e enhancing practice and understanding.

Section 1: Early childhood context and policy
Chapter 1: Children and childhood: a historical perspective

This chapter explores how our understandings of children and childhood have
changed over time according to the moral, ethical and political choices that we have
made within society. To illustrate this there are examples of the differences in the
experience of children across time and cultures. The chapter also explores our cur-
rent conceptualisation of what it means to be a child in our society. You are asked to
consider the complexity of our current understanding of children and childhood by
considering how we talk, write and think about children in our society. Pen portraits
of influential early years thinkers, theories and pioneers are outlined.

Chapter 2: The current policy context of early years

This chapter identifies and explains the important policies, practice frameworks and
workforce development initiatives in the field of early years. The chapter outlines the
evidence regarding young children’s learning and development that underpins policy,
practice and workforce development.

Section 2: Children’s development
Chapter 3: Holistic development

‘Holistic’ is a term that is often used about young children’s learning and development.
This chapter outlines what is meant by holistic development and gives an example
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of how the nature of young children’s play remains holistic however we as adults
choose to deconstruct, label and categorise what young children do. It also addresses
how we ensure that at all levels of provision we acknowledge and provide for the
holistic nature of young children’s learning.

Chapter 4: Children’s development

This chapter outlines developmental sequences and progress across all aspects
of young children’s learning. It starts with the principles of development and then
outlines expected developmental parameters, between birth and seven years old, in
the areas of physical development, cognitive (intellectual) development, linguistic
development and emotional and social development.

Chapter 5: Development in the Early Years
Foundation Stage

The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (2014) is the statutory framework that all
funded early years providers must work within. This chapter outlines the ways in
which development is understood in the EYFS and the requirements for practitioners
to make assessments of children’s developmental progress towards a series of stated
learning goals. The role and expectations of practitioners in providing for young
children’s development and learning is outlined.

Chapter 6: Factors affecting children’s learning
and development

This chapter identifies and explains the factors that are known to affect children’s
learning and development. It explores the question of why it is that some children,
and some identifiable groups of children, consistently fall outside of expected devel-
opmental parameters. The chapter explores the importance of providing for all
children’s learning and development both as a moral and political choice within our
society and as inclusive practice.

Section 3: Applying child development

in practice
Chapter 7: Supporting children’s learning and development

If children are to learn and develop well it is important that practitioners, parents and
carers understand how children learn and how to interact with children to best sup-
port this learning. This chapter outlines learning theory that articulates how young
children learn, including the importance of language in learning, and the pedagogical
practices that support children’s learning. The significance of the home environment
in children’s learning and development is acknowledged and the initiatives to support
parents to enable them to understand their child’s development and their role in
supporting it are identified.
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Chapter 8: Observing and assessing children’s learning
and development

This chapter looks at why we observe and assess young children’s learning. It out-
lines what we can observe and assess, and how to do this. The distinction is made
between formative and summative assessment and this is related to early years
practice. The requirement for observation-based assessment in the EYFS is highlighted.

Section 4: Enhancing practice

and understanding
Chapter 9: Reflecting on children’s learning and development

This chapter introduces the idea of reflective practice as an important professional
skill. It outlines the process of reflection and explains how reflective practice sup-
ports children’s learning and development. The importance of the reflective process in
developing our own understandings of what constitutes effective early years practice
is emphasised.

Chapter 10: Thinking, questioning and challenging:
a critical approach to the early years

This is a completely new chapter since the first edition of this book (previously enti-
tled Child Development for Early Childhood Studies). This chapter encourages you
to adopt a critical approach to early years: a thoughtful, analytical and evaluative
approach. The chapter explores why this is important and offers some examples of
a critical approach in the early years. It also encourages you to think carefully about
assumptions that we may make when we talk about children and childhood. Clearly
there is a substantial body of professional knowledge and skill that early years
practitioners need to acquire and it is important to learn this. However, it is just
as important to think carefully about what you know and what you do to ensure
that your professional knowledge and skills are not just acquired knowledge but
considered knowledge.
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Early childhood context
and policy






1 Children and childhood:
a historical perspective

This chapter enables you to understand:

¢ different concepts of children and childhood through history;

e the nature-nurture debate in child development;

e our current understandings of children and childhood;

e child development as a combination of observable biological development and social
experience within a specific social, cultural and historical context;

¢ the importance of seeing child development in a holistic way;

¢ how to be critically aware of the conceptualisation of children in literature, reports and
frameworks associated with children and childhood.

Introduction

Have you ever thought about what it means when we talk about children or childhood?
What is your understanding of what it means to be a child or have a childhood? What
is child development? Where have these understandings come from? How do these
understandings influence approaches to children? Consideration of these issues will
allow early years practitioners to engage in critical thinking about current concepts of
children and childhood and how they influence our thinking and practice. This chapter
will enable you to understand different ways of seeing children and childhood and
explore how this informs our current understanding of child development.

Through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries there has been a series of changes
of focus in our understandings and perceptions of children and childhood.
Academic disciplines such as science, medicine, psychology and sociology, and
changes in the influence of faith in society, have had a powerful influence over how
society is constructed. Concepts of children and childhood are part of these changes
and re-conceptualisations.

The frameworks that determine understandings of children and childhood are ethical
and political choices made within wider ideas, values and rationalities of a society
(Moss and Petrie, 2002). These ethical and political choices determine what each soci-
ety will construct as what it means to be a child and to experience childhood within
that society at that point in history. As these ethical and political frameworks develop
and change it is very likely that understandings of children and childhood within each
society will also develop and change.




Chapter 1 Children and childhood: a historical perspective

Alan Prout (2005) traces these changes through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
He observes that, with regard to children and childhood, there has been a shift in both
intellectual processes and material practices. Prout (2005) highlights the significant
shifts in our understandings of children and childhood which have come together to
form our current conceptualisation of what it means to be a child in our society.

The concept of childhood: an overview

In medieval times children, once they were weaned, were regarded as little adults.
There was no distinct phase of life known or understood as childhood. Hugh
Cunningham observes that childhood was not thought to be as important as we
now consider it in the formation of personality and character. The predominant social
force was the Church whose focus was upon the baptism — to free the child from
original sin and receive them into the Church. Children were regarded as imperfect
and sinful and their upbringing usually reflected these harsh beliefs.

From the seventeenth century, in Western countries, a different concept of childhood
began to emerge. This was heavily influenced by the work of the philosopher John
Locke (1632-1704) whose ideas about learning and education suggested that there
were differences between adults and children. Locke’s work is characterised by his
opposition to authoritarianism. He wanted individuals to use reason to search after
truth rather than unquestionably accept the opinion of authorities, including the
Church, or rely on superstition. One of Locke’s most influential ideas was that we
are all born as blank slates (tabula rasa), that we have no innate knowledge but we
acquire what we know after we are born through sensation and reflection. Similarly
the ideas of philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) were highly influential
in encouraging thinking about what is meant to be a child and how children learn
and grow and develop. Rousseau proposed that we were all born essentially good and
innocent; therefore children should be loved, nurtured and protected. Education, he
believed, would support this process by cultivating the good in people. Both philoso-
phers’ ideas challenged the notion of original sin and began the process of a different
way of thinking about children and childhood. These shifts and changes in our
understandings of children and childhood have continued through to the present day.

ACTIVITY 1

o What is meant by original sin?

e How did this influence the view of children in society?

Find out more about the work of Locke and Rousseau.

e How did their ideas of challenge existing understandings of childhood?

e What impact do you think this had on how children were perceived in society?

o What is your view on these different conceptualisations of children?




