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E A R LY  Y E A R S  E D U C AT O R

E
xperience has taught me that children and families value 
and appreciate a warm, trusting relationship with their 
teacher or key person – and never has this been more 
important than now.

Many children, families and practitioners/teachers will be 
returning to schools and settings at the beginning of the new 
academic year, following a period of unprecedented change, due 
to the coronavirus pandemic. 

Some children have been attending their school or early years 
setting during the summer term and some have remained at 
home. Some  have been in regular contact with their settings, 
either to  ‘check-in’ or for support and guidance with home 
learning, while others – some of whom would have been visiting 
their new Reception Classes – may not have met their new 
teachers in person. 

As we continue to move forward into a ‘new normal,’ building 
strong, eff ective relationships with children and families will be 

vital in supporting their learning, development, and progress as 
they return to their schools and settings.

Starting with the child
Relationships between children and families, and teachers 
and key workers, are formed early in the transition period 
before a child has even started school or the setting and, if 
maintained sensitively, will reap benefi ts for children, parents 
and practitioners. 

For example, it is important that, at the initial introduction 
meeting between the setting and family, teachers and 
practitioners develop a friendly and welcoming rapport, listening 
to parents so that they understand and value the relationship 
and prior knowledge they have about their child. It is also 
important that schools and settings strive to make both male 
and female carers feel comfortable and welcomed. If teachers 
show a true commitment to forming and maintaining strong 
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parent partnerships, and all parents are reached, an enduring 
link with the whole family can often remain for a long time after 
a child has made the transition into school from nursery or from 
Reception into Key Stage 1, 2 or even 3!

The key person
In nurseries and other pre-school settings, each child and family 
are assigned a key person when they join the setting. 

Some settings allow an initial settling-in period, during which 
children are allocated a key person with whom they have created 
a natural bond or closeness, which strengthens the relationship 
between the child, practitioner and parent. 

In Reception classes, the key person role is undertaken by the 
Reception class teacher often, in partnership with a teaching 
assistant. It is important that genuine fi rst impressions are made 
so that all members of the partnership feel secure and valued.

Even busy teachers and practitioners with the best intentions 
may not always have enough time to talk for as long as they 
would like with parents every day. In such cases, it may be 
necessary to arrange another mutually convenient time to talk 
together or share information in a diff erent way.

Using the Development Map
One of the ways in which I have been able to build this contact 
is by using the Development Map™, a mapping tool created 
by consultancy Watch Me Grow, to view children’s thinking, 
learning, and development, in a holistic way. 

It enables practitioners and parents to see the ‘whole 
child’ and how they are progressing through the Early Years 
Foundation Stage. Th e Development Map enables a two-way 
fl ow of information between the home and setting, using the 
home news ‘feed’, supporting practitioners to make strong, 
authentic links with the child’s family and home learning.

Capturing conversations between 
home and school – Musa and Owais
Musa and Owais are in Reception at Tinsley Meadows Primary 
Academy, Sheffi  eld. Th eir parents are enthusiastic users of the 
home news feature of the Development Map. A rich two-way 
dialogue has begun between home and school, which includes 
sharing information and observations of the boys and the 
experiences they have at home. 

Th is has been a powerful way of bringing the additional, and 
often otherwise hidden, culturally rich experiences the children 
have, into school, providing a more complete, holistic picture of 
their lives. 

Th e serve and return nature 
(Center on the Developing Child, 
Harvard University, 2020) of this 
dialogue helps to encourage 
deeper and more meaningful 
partnerships between parents 
and teachers. Responding promptly is 
key, in order to value the time and eff ort parents 
put into their information-sharing and to show that it is 
appreciated. As it is is rarely possible to do this justice at 
the beginning and end of the school day, it is likely that some 
replies will happen before or after school.

Musa’s Birthday:
Musa’s mother sent a message about Musa’s fi fth birthday and 
his baby brother, Uzair’s, birthday party. She wrote:

Today we did Musa’s and his brother Uzair’s birthday party. All 
family was there, it was so much fun. Musa was so excited for the 
party and especially for the toys. He go Build-a-Bear with his aunty 
and cousins for his Combo Panda teddy as a birthday present. He 
loves him and he want to show you and his friends. Musa loves 
his Super Mario brother cake. Musa said I’m Mario and other one 
is Uzair. 

In return, I used the Development Map editing tool to create 
observations to inform Musa’s Learning Journey with the 
stories from home to acknowledge and celebrate the additional 
information I was privileged and happy to receive. 

Building on the established use of narrative Learning Story 
observations (Carr, 2001), I developed the photographs and 
comments from home into stories, which I then sent back to 
Musa’s mum. Th is communicated the value of the relationship 
between home and school and helped to re-model and re-phrase 
spoken and written language. Th ese stories were also re-told at 
home and at school, which helped to develop and acknowledge 
the importance of storytelling and literacy, linking to the Raising 
Early Achievement in Literacy (REAL) project (Nutbrown et 
al, 1995) that Musa and his Mum participated in after school. 
It focuses on how children acquire early literacy skills and 
understanding through everyday interactions.

After celebrating his birthday at school after the holidays, I was 
able to share Musa’s birthday photograph with his mum in the 
following reply:

Musa enjoyed showing everyone his Combo Panda and we all 
sang Happy Birthday to him. He wore the birthday hat and enjoyed 
receiving his birthday card and pencil! Hope you like the picture?!

I hope he enjoyed his fi rst day back at school – we looked back 
at his photographs from the holidays together and he told everyone 
about the games he played with Mum and Dad at Centretainment 
yesterday and that he went to Nando’s for tea!

Musa’s mum replied, sharing her thanks, and a photo of Musa 
in his new outfi t, ready for his fi rst day of learning at mosque 
since becoming fi ve years old:

Th ank you so much Mr Yates. He was so happy yesterday after 
school. He told us that he had yummy popcorn and Mr Yates give 
me card and pencil. Th ank you so much for card and for Musa’s 
beautiful picture. Yesterday, Musa went mosque � fi rst time for his 
Quran lesson. He was so happy and excited. He really likes his fi rst 
day at mosque.

Owais’s 
Imagination Bird
Owais’s mother sent a 
photograph of the ‘Imagination 
Bird’ she and Owais made 
together at home one 
weekend. She wrote:

Owais made his Imagination Bird with me 
today and he said this is going to be his show 

and tell toy.
Owais brought his Imagination Bird into 

school the next morning to show everyone 
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during a ‘Show and Tell’ session. Owais explained in detail how 
he had made it and what it could do:

I made the bird and I said, Mummy make my wings down, like, 
straight... and then I put it upwards. Then I used the tissue roll and 
then I made her hair. I put some sprinkles on it for the bird. That 
tissue is her hair and it’s got a nose and a mouth. These leaves are 
sprinkles. It flies and it’s got wing powers. When it puts the wings 
forward, the wind comes, and the power comes out of it. It’s a power 
bird. I made a power bird. It’s got a red nose and two googly eyes, 
and it’s got one googly nose and one googly feather and one googly 
hair, and I made it with my mum, and it was hard work! There was 
no tissue roll and I found the end of the tissue roll and I telled my 
mum I want to make a bird with it, and then I made this bird. 

At the end of the day, Owais decided he wanted the 
Imagination Bird to stay at school. I asked him where he thought 
we should put the bird, and this is what he said:

She’s a bird, and birds fly high in the sky so she needs to go 
somewhere high up if she wants to fly outside and come back, and 
her hair is long so she doesn’t want to break it or anyone to stand 
on it.

We found the perfect place for the Imagination Bird to live – 
high up on the classroom wall next to the door!

I shared the Learning Story with Owais’s mum via the 
Development Map and she was very pleased with his learning. 
She wrote:

OMG. I can’t tell how happy I am after reading what he said 
about his Imagination Bird. I’m so glad he can explain what he is 
thinking. I am trying whatever I can do for him to encourage him 
in everything he like. And I really love making the bird with him. It’s 
2nd time he wanted to make something from his own imagination. 
The 1st time he said was robot. So, robot was 1st and this bird is the 
2nd thing that come in his mind and he get everything by himself. 
And he said right the tissue roll was finished and he pulled the last 
bit. Thank you for appreciating his thoughts and encourage him to 
speak about it.

Owais also shared his own final thoughts about the 
Imagination Bird after reading the Learning Story with me:

I made it and my Mum put glue on it, so it sticks really hard. 
When I was in the toilet, I thought about the tissue roll to make the 
bird. I made the wings and I thought I should make the hair down. 
I told my Mum to make it longer.

These examples are a glimpse of the rich dialogue that can 
be enjoyed with parents when genuine, respectful partnerships 
are created and sustained, allowing a wealth of information and 
observations of children and their home environments to be 
gathered quickly and easily. 

For me, it becomes ‘in-the-moment’ formative assessment 
which informs future summative assessments, created with 
children and parents at the core. The serve and return  
aspect of a conversation such as this is a powerful tool for s 
upporting learning.

Both children’s and parents’ language, if they speak English as 
an additional language, is supported; the relationship between 
home and school becomes even stronger, enabling the co-
construction of teaching and learning for all involved, building 
on interests and fostering a sense of well-being for all. It is also 
essential in supporting parents’ understanding of how their 
children learn and how best they can support them at home.

Teachers and practitioners who genuinely value what 
parents and children say, think and do enable them to share 
their perspectives even more. When partnerships with parents 
become strong and informed, all those involved benefit from 
the depth and detail of information about children. Learning 
then becomes exciting and inspiring for everyone involved. 
Photographs and observations can also be shared retrospectively 
with children to gain their views and perspectives, getting to the 
heart of strong early years practice and pedagogy, leading to such 
meaningful support for children and families. 

Extending learning at home
The impact of high-quality home learning on children’s learning 
and development in the early years and throughout all stages 
of education is widely understood. Sylva et al (2008, p. ii) 
highlights the influence of the home learning environment and 
parental involvement in determining children’s later educational 
engagement and success:

The home learning environment has a greater influence on 
a child’s intellectual and social development than parental 
occupation, education or income. What parents do is more 
important than who they are, and a home learning environment 
that is supportive of learning can counteract the effects of 
disadvantage in the early years. 

Allen (2011, p. 7) acknowledges the importance of knowing, 
understanding and appreciating the lives of children and families 
(their ‘cultural capital’), to effectively support children’s personal, 
social and emotional skills, enabling them to make the most of 
life itself: ‘By building these capabilities we enable children to be 
happily engaged with others and with society, and to learn, to 
develop fully, to attain and to achieve’. 

In the most recent findings from the longitudinal Study of 
Early Education (SEED) Melhuish and Gardiner (2020, p. 134) 
have found that children’s home learning environments and 
relationship with parents has, ‘considerable influence on [their] 
cognitive and socio-emotional outcomes,’  towards the end of the 
Reception year and into Key Stage 1.

Home visiting
Collaborating successfully with parents in the home can 
encourage and nurture the development of high-quality 
and enjoyable learning experiences for parents and children 
outside school. Home visits are an extremely valuable way of 
strengthening home-school links. Visits take place in a relaxed 
environment where children, parents and practitioners can 
interact with and respond sensitively to each other. 

Continuing to collaborate
The proverb that says, ‘It takes a village to raise a child,’ (in 
Shapiro, 2006, p. 529) underpins the necessity of having the 
family, school and community around the child. Collaborating 
with parents to share children’s experiences between home 
and school enables stronger partnerships to be formed and can 
reveal innovative ways to support and maintain a real, authentic 
and respectful dialogue. eye

Find out more about the Development Map at  
https://watchmegrow.uk 

Downloaded from magonlinelibrary.com by David Yates on September 2, 2020.


