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Introduction
In intent, the new document is admirable.    For the first time - and this is clearly intentional - the notion of an early, separate phase of education has been introduced.    This could be extended to embrace the fully separate 'pre-school cycle' of education found in successful education systems.    

But in what it actually delivers, the new 'Curriculum Guidance' is a depressing and worrying failure.    By fudging all the issues involved, it is likely to make matters worse, not better.   Before its publication, the most urgent problem facing early years provision was confronting the imposition of inappropriate goals.     Now the problem is more difficult, it is confronting the imposition of inappropriate methods to achieve inappropriate goals.    The plight of early years staff will intensify.     The problem is likely to become more, not less intractable.

Reasons for the failure
There are three:    

1.   the Government's refusal to allow any real amelioration in the premature teaching of reading 

     and writing.


The whole early years curriculum is still driven by the inappropriate baseline assessments and early learning goals:

the baseline assessment, for example, which has to be completed within the first seven weeks of 

entering reception, gives priority to reading and writing with 12 assessment items covering this compared to only four covering speaking and listening.   The assessment items include  the matching of  spoken and written words, the reading of simple text and the writing of both a child's name and other words.

given that children entering reception classes are only four, and many, barely four, these are wholly inappropriate tests;   the early learning goals, also still in place, make even more frightening demands on children, by the end of reception five year olds - and once again some who are barely five - are all expected to be reading a range of words and simple sentences and writing 

labels, captions and simple sentences.

it is worrying that the 'Curriculum Guidance' purports to show early years teachers how they can bring children to demands many will simply not be able to reach. 

2.     recourse to the wrong type of expertise in drawing up the Curriculum Guidance

in an attempt to help nursery and reception staff meet the reading and writing targets, the Curriculum Guidance has incorporated advice from those expert in the teaching of reading.

much of this advice is sound and rigorous, but really only appropriate for older children:    it will also be difficult for many early years staff, who have little or no training in developing literacy, to implement this advice.

the expertise that the 'Curriculum Guidance' should have drawn on is that in the teaching of speech and language.

3.   the re-involvement in policy making of conventional early years academics and organisers.
in an attempt to make the unacceptable, acceptable, the DfEE has reversed its earlier policy of marginalising traditional early years academics.

this is reflected in the substantial emphasis on experiential learning throughout the new 'Curriculum Guidance', ironically, often in pursuit of tough academic demands on young children.

this has led to a bizarre mix:   on one side loose, experiential and often quite fatuous guidance, while on the other, guidance which is prescriptive and demanding.

Potential Consequences 
The closer one looks at the potential consequences of the new 'Curriculum Guidance' the more worrying they become.

It reflects a 'top down' approach based on the need to pursue inappropriate and for many children, unobtainable goals.     The guidance given is either woefully loose and inadequate, reflecting the input of traditional early years academics,  eg. . 'value, support and encourage independent learning' / 'make materials accessible to children' /  'prepare children for new activities and experiences, understanding that such experiences can be both exciting and worrying' / 'give time for exploratory play' / 'give opportunities to take part in events':   or so prescriptive and demanding that it is beyond the capabilities of many children and early years staff   eg. 'encourage children to use different forms of writing, for example lists, cards, stories and instructions' /  'continue writing practice in imaginative contexts' /  'encourage children to use a range of reading strategies by modelling different strategies and providing varied texts through which that range can be used' / 'encourage children to apply their own knowledge of sounds to what they write'/'play games that help children create rhyming strings of real and imaginary words'.

An example - the teaching of reading  

It is revealing to look at the guidance given for what is now - regardless of any rhetoric to the 

contrary - the most important activity in the Foundation stage:   the teaching of reading.

It is now known that the rapid and effective acquisition of reading skills is dependent on the successful completion of three earlier phases of development.    It is revealing to look at the guidance given  nursery and reception teachers about these.

Phase 1 - Intellectual Development
The first phase of  development necessary involves the acquisition of appropriate  emotional and attentional control and once this is in place, the acquisition of appropriate  listening,  comprehension and auditory memory skills.   In practical terms it means a child must be able to inhibit activity at a given auditory signal, listen, understand what they have heard and remember it.    It is also essential children learn the social skills necessary for the subsequent development of effective speech and language, above all, the ability to take turns.   

All these vital skills can be taught and their acquisition monitored.   Yet this is not apparent from the 'Curriculum Guidance'.

The only specific guidance given about assessing emotional control is whether "children separate from main carer with support" or "children separate from main carer with confidence".     As a diagnostic tool, this is almost an irrelevancy.     No practical advice is given about how emotional control can be taught, although the 'Curriculum Guidance' is full of hardly helpful statements such as:   "children, their parents and practitioners need to develop positive relationships based on trust"...   or  "feeling secure helps children become confident learners".

Attentional control is fleetingly referred to in a learning goal, namely:  'Maintain attention, concentrate and sit quietly when appropriate'.    Apart from this there is no guidance whatsoever on how to teach such skills. 

There are several references to Listening and it is even mentioned in three separate learning goals but once again, there is no practical guidance as to how it can be developed.     Instead there are more fatuous statements such as:   'provide opportunities for children to participate in meaningful speaking and listening activities'...    'children are more likely to speak and listen when they feel confident and are motivated'...  'children will learn to understand and be aware of other points of view if practitioners demonstrate strategies such as listening, turn-taking and initiating and sustaining a conversation gently and respectfully.

It is hardly credible but Language Comprehension is not mentioned anywhere in the 'Curriculum Guidance'.   There is one indirect reference  'Help children deal with directions involving more than one action, for example, "Put the cars away, please, then come and wash your hands for dinner".    This is the only guidance as to how young children can be taught to improve language comprehension. 

Despite its known importance to intellectual development - and the relative ease with which it can be improved - there is, again, no reference whatsoever to Auditory Memory.

There are two references to Turn taking  but its crucial importance to spoken language is not mentioned.     Advice as to how it can be taught is wholly inadequate, namely:      'Provide activities that involve turn-taking',  'set up collaborative tasks' and 'model appropriate conventions - taking turns, waiting until someone else has finished, listening to others'.

It is deeply worrying that the  'Curriculum Guidance' does not tell nursery and reception teachers what level of these skills is appropriate for children of different ages, how these skills can be assessed, how they can be taught and how their acquisition can then be monitored.      It is a failure which consigns the 20-40% of children who are not taught these skills at home to almost certain failure.

Oracy
The second phase of development necessary for the subsequent acquisition of  reading skills is appropriate skill in speech and language.     

While completely missing out that first phase of intellectual development,  the 'Curriculum Guidance' makes great play of developing speech and language with some 16 pages devoted to it.   Yet these provide no real  help to nursery and reception teachers.     

Advice such as:  'take part in children's play, modelling appropriate vocabulary'...   'introduce new words in the context of activities'...   'extend children's language and model the correct use of words'...   tells teachers nothing of value.     One of the few occasions where specific advice is given, namely:   'encourage children to use words such as last, first next, before, after, all, most, some, each, every' omits to mention that these concepts develop at different ages and that teaching them, while straight forward, needs to follow a developmental order extending across the whole Foundation stage.

There is nothing about the need - when teaching children from disadvantaged backgrounds - to use simple language programmes which provide short lists of target words for each week of term time.     

There is nothing about the amount of repetition necessary to establish the target vocabulary.    

There is nothing about the need to read the same story to children for several days at a time.

There is nothing  about the level of spoken language appropriate for children of different ages or how individual children can be assessed.     There is, for example, no explanation of the importance of 

whether children are co-ordinating sentences, marking tenses or  using sentences with subordinate or relative clauses. 

There is nothing about the importance of long term memory in developing oral language skills, or how such memory can be improved.

There is no reference to the importance of insisting on precision in spoken language or how such precision can best be taught.

Above all, there is no reference to the fact language development comes through children interacting with adults, not other children;  and no reference at all to the crucial importance of whole class groups in helping nursery and reception teachers interact with all their children on an extensive, daily basis.

Phonological Awarness
The third developmental phase necessary for rapid acquisition of reading skills is the development of phonological processing skills (the ability to recognise different sounds in spoken language).    Over 600 studies have now identified this as the core problem in reading difficulties, even in so called "dyslexics".    

There is thus an overwhelming need to teach these skills as a necessary pre-requisite before the introduction of reading.   

The 'Curriculum Guidance' provides specific and rigorous advice about how phonological processing skills can be taught, eg.   'play games that help children create rhyming strings of real and imaginary words' / 'when making up alliterative jingles, draw attention to the similarities in sounds at the beginning of words and emphasise the initial sound'/'encourage children to experiment with words and sounds, for example nonsense rhymes'...  often good examples of these are also given.

Nevertheless following the advice may be beyond the skill of many nursery staff who will have received no training in language development and who may themselves have suffered language deprivation in childhood.

Even for nursery/reception staff able to follow the advice, its value is dramatically reduced because of the failure to specify either the  level of phonological skill that should be expected of children of different ages or how phonological awareness and processing can be assessed.      

Even worse, the 'Curriculum Guidance' makes clear it expects such skills to be taught not before the introduction of reading, but at the same time.    From the outset it is expected nursery and reception staff will begin teaching children to read  (eg.  'create an environment rich in print'...  'encourage children to read the next word in stories') and to write (eg. 'encourage activities in which children will experiment with writing, eg labelling contents on the outside of a bag, leaving a message'... 'encourage children to use different forms of writing, for example lists, cards, stories and instructions...'

Much of the advice about phonological awareness is thus incorporated into the teaching of reading, eg.   'talk to children about the letters that represent the sounds they hear at the beginning of their own names and other familiar words'...   'encourage children to use their ability to hear the sound at the beginning of words in their writing'.

Once children have achieved appropriate levels of spoken language and phonological awareness and processing, learning to read is rapid and virtually automatic, taking just a term or two.

To teach phonological skills simultaneously with reading must necessarily complicate and extend the process of learning to read.    For all too many children it will turn what should be a short and exciting experience into a gruelling three year battle with decoding.    

Many such children, from advantaged backgrounds will be able to cope, although their liking for reading, and perhaps even learning itself, may be undermined.    But many children from poorer homes will suffer badly.    They may in the short term be bullied into contributing toward spurious grade inflation, but the eventual outcome for many of them will be disastrous.     

So disastrous, researchers have coined the phrase 'The Matthew Effect' to describe the process involved.     The name comes from Matthew 13:    “For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but whosoever hath not, from him shall be taken, even that which he hath”. 

Keith Stanovich, one of the world's leading experts on the acquisition of reading, has set out the steps in the process:

Stanovich writes:  "The combination of lack of practice, deficient decoding skills and difficult materials results in unrewarding early reading experiences that lead to less involvement in reading-related activities.   Lack of exposure and practice on the part of the less skilled reader delays the development of automaticity and speed at the word-recognition level.   Slow, capacity draining word-recognition processes require cognitive resources that should be allocated to higher-level processes of text integration and comprehension.   Thus reading for meaning is hindered, unrewarding reading experiences multiply and practice is avoided or merely tolerated without real cognitive involvement.   The downward spiral continues."

Andrew Biemiller has identified the speed with which this spiral takes hold when children are introduced to reading.    During the 70s in the US most children were introduced to reading in the first grade of elementary school, at age six.    In October of that year he discovered that while able children would read an average of 12.2 words each per lesson, average pupils would read 11.9.     By January, the most able were reading 52 words per lesson, average children 26 words and disadvantaged children only 11 words.

Nagy and Anderson have estimated by  age 11-13, voracious readers will read 10,000,000 or even as many as 50,000,000 words;   average children read 1,000,000 while the least motivated read perhaps only 100,000 words a year.

Summary
There is within the 'Curriculum Guidance' a bizarre collision between two quite different strands of advice.

It seems certain that much of what it advises has come from those with an un-proven belief in the power of experiential learning.   Their approach has dominated early years provision in Britain for decades and has failed.   It has, particularly,  done little or nothing to help children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Yet when it comes to the development of literacy a very different expertise has been used, albeit one just as inappropriate for three to five year olds, namely the expertise of those skilled in the teaching of reading.   They have provided tough and rigorous advice.   But despite its many admirable elements it is advice suitable for older children experiencing difficulties in learning to read, ie. those who have missed out on oracy and phonological awareness skills and whose teachers have no alternative but to try to teach these skills and reading at the same time.    

The consequence is that very young children and their teachers are thrown, without any adequate preparation, into a challenging, demanding world many of them will simply not be able to cope with. 

A Footnote:
In the section on mathematics there is a glimpse of  conflict among the advisers responsible for the 'Curriculum Guidance'.    While elsewhere there is so much emphasis on reading, writing and recording,  it is notable that in this section there is no demand at all that children be made to write sums or even  numerals.     By emphasising mental and oral processes this reflects a real improvement. 

However there is still too much emphasis on the recognition of written numerals.   European and now even American evidence shows that it is more difficult for children to manipulate real quantities in their heads than to manipulate symbolic representations of those quantities (ie. written numerals).    The latter is a short cut which should be delayed until it is absolutely certain children have total conceptual understanding of at least the quantities one to ten.     In countries following the Central European approach it is considered appropriate to introduce written numerals at the beginning of formal schooling at age six.    Revealingly Flemish Belgium, whose 13/14 year olds, according to TIMSS,  outperform all others in Europe, insists that during the first term, children should only be introduced to the numerals 1-10 and even then, that a concrete illustration of the quantity should be written alongside every 1-10 numeral displayed to children.

The mathematics section also reveals a glimpse of the ignorance of child development which scars the whole document.    It suggests that three year olds should be expected to compare two groups of objects, saying when they have the same number.   It also suggests that three and four year olds should be asked to separate a group of three or four objects in different ways, beginning to recognise that the total remains  the same.    

In-fact many three year olds will not have established the concept of  'same' (although the concept of 'different' should by then have been achieved).    Even among four year olds a surprising number 

will not understand such concepts  as 'same', 'some', 'each', 'more', 'less', 'fewer'.    These concepts need to be made absolutely explicit to children - through continuous practice in group games - before any effort is made to move them on to the next step, eg.  'how many altogether?'  'take away one'  'add one'. 

And like the whole 'Curriculum Guidance' it reveals an impoverished and inadequate approach to the development of oracy.     It says of shapes (such as triangles or cubes):  "Experiencing the properties of shapes is much more important than the naming of shapes".    This directly contradicts a central tenet in the promotion of  oracy,  the need for precision.      In Hungarian kindergartens while children are only introduced to the square, circle and triangle they are taught not only the correct names for these shapes, but how to define them with precision.

Ends.
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