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TEACHING AND LEARNING

Sean MacBlain and Holly Bowman

LEARNING AIMS

This chapter will:

 • introduce readers to the complexity of teaching and learning and the 
importance of adapting practice for children in the 21st century

 • discuss the contributions made by a number of key thinkers, in particular 
John Hattie, Robert Marzano, Jerome Bruner, Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky 
and Reuven Feuerstein

 • explore child- and teacher-centred models of teaching as well as reasons 
and ways to develop evidence-based teaching strategies

 • offer a number of case studies to assist readers in gaining insights into 
what makes for effective and purposeful teaching and learning.
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Childhood is changing and for many children in the 21st century the realities of modern  

living can be extremely complex and challenging. Schools are now more diverse than ever before, 

as are the life experiences of many young children. Recently, Cowie (2012: 2) commented  

as follows:

Today’s young people seem to face severe stresses that were unknown a generation ago… There 

are disturbing statistics on the number of children and young people who run away from home or 

care… These amount to around 100,000 episodes each year in the UK, with… one in ten running 

away before the age of ten. 

Cowie went on to comment on how in 2012 the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Children (NSPCC) was dealing with 30,000 cases, amounting to some 0.25 per cent of the popu-

lation. Such statistics are, indeed, very worrying and present a view that challenges many of the 

conceptions held by some regarding childhood in the 21st century. These statistics clearly suggest 

that teachers today need to adapt their teaching to the changing nature of childhood and to take 

greater account of how they might manage the learning of their pupils. This is not, however, as 

easy as it might first seem given the often highly controversial debates, which permeate our under-

standing of what constitutes ‘good’ teaching and learning. 

The lack of agreement on what constitutes good teaching and learning can be seen in the fol-

lowing two quotations offered by the British philosopher Richard Pring (2007) in relation to the 

highly influential but controversial educationalist John Dewey (1859–1952): 

when I came to Oxford in 1989, I was seated at dinner next to Lord Keith Joseph, who had been 

Secretary of State for Education under Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. He accused me of 

being responsible for all the problems in our schools – because I had introduced teachers to John 

Dewey. (p. 3)

Pring also cites the American philosopher Nel Noddings (2005), as follows:

not only has he [Dewey]: been hailed as the savior of American education by those who welcome 

greater involvement of students in their own planning and activity [but also] he has been called 

‘worse than Hitler’ by some who felt that he infected schools with epistemological and moral 

relativism and substituted socialization for true education. (Pring, 2007: 3)

More recently, the extent of tensions in early education reached the popular press in February 

2012 when Graeme Paton, education editor for the national online UK newspaper The Telegraph, 

reported that in a letter to the paper a number of authors and academics had expressed concerns 

that controversial reforms were ‘robbing’ children under 5 years of age of important opportuni-

ties for play, which was, they claimed, leading to ‘schoolification’ in the early years (Paton, 2012). 

These experts went on to claim in their letter that the system was too inflexible when it came to 

meeting the developmental needs of a widely diverse population of young children. 

It is with these tensions in mind that we now turn to exploring the nature of teaching and learning 

and what these two terms mean in practice.
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Web Link

The article by Graeme Paton can be found on The Telegraph Online entitled, ‘New style “nappy 

curriculum” will damage childhood’, and can be accessed through this web link, available on 

the companion website: www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/9064870/New-style-

nappy-curriculum-will-damage-childhood.html 

THE NATURE OF TEACHING AND LEARNING

Conceptualising teaching: what do we mean by teaching?

In an attempt to gain a better understanding of teaching and learning in schools and its impact 

on children, Hattie (2008) examined and synthesised the findings of over a decade of research 

involving thousands of students. This represented one of the biggest collections of evidence-based 

research outputs ever taken in the field of education. Hattie examined six key areas that play a part 

in learning, namely: (1) the children themselves, (2) their homes and (3) the teachers, (4) schools 

and (5) curricula they experience, and (6) the teaching and learning approaches that take place 

within the children’s schools. Whilst he proposed that the key to making real differences in chil-

dren’s learning lies in the need to make teaching and learning ‘visible’ (i.e. where teachers come to 

evaluate their own teaching and view the learning through the eyes of their pupils – Hattie, 2012; 

Hattie and Yates, 2014), he also offered a rather disconcerting reference point for examining what 

has been happening in schools to date:

It is the case that we reinvent schooling every year. Despite any successes we may have had with 

this year’s cohort of students, teachers have to start again next year with a new cohort. The greatest 

change that most students experience is the level of competence of the teacher… It is surely easy to 

see how it is tempting for teachers to re-do the successes of the previous year, to judge students in 

terms of last year’s cohort, and to insist on orderly progression through that which has worked before. 

(Hattie, 2008: 1)

reflection point

View the following excellent and informative YouTube video entitled, Why are so many of 

our teachers and schools so successful? John Hattie at TEDxNorrkoping (www.youtube.com/

watch?v=rzwJXUieD0U), in which Hattie poses a number of questions as to what makes for 

good teaching. Then, reflect on your own experiences of teachers who motivated and inspired 

you. What qualities made these teachers successful? 

Further insights into the nature and effectiveness of teaching and learning approaches in the class-

room can be found in the work of Marzano (Marzano, 2005, 2007; Marzano and Kendall, 2006).  
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Marzano has proposed that ‘good’ teachers, which would include early years practitioners, set 

goals and offer feedback, provide their pupils with simulations and competition that are of a ‘low 

stake’, support pupils in interacting with new knowledge and learning, have clear classroom rules 

that are observed and followed, maintain positive relationships with their pupils and communi-

cate high expectations to them. Importantly, Marzano proposed a ‘New Taxonomy’, perhaps in 

response to the more widely acknowledged Bloom’s Taxonomy, which has three systems: the Self-

System, the Metacognitive System and the Cognitive System, as well as a Knowledge Domain, which 

are all central to effective thinking and learning. 

When a child is asked to begin a new activity or task, their Self-System engages in a process whereby 

they make a decision to engage with the new activity or just carry on with what they were doing 

at the time. The Metacognitive System then sets goals once the activity or task is engaged with and 

monitors the progress of these. Finally, the Cognitive System engages in processing all of the already 

existing information with the new information, whilst the Knowledge Domain furnishes the content. 

Interestingly, Marzano also identified three sub-sets of knowledge, which he conceptualized as: infor-

mation, and mental and physical procedures. The first of these refers to the organization of ideas and 

principles, such as where the child generalizes about phenomena using vocabulary. This is important 

because it allows the child to store greater amounts of information by allocating ideas and new con-

cepts to categories. Take the example of a child who is told by one of his friends about a new present 

he has received from his parents, which is a ‘bugle’. When he asks his friend what a ‘bugle’ is, his 

friend replies that it is a musical instrument. The child can then know that he already has existing 

knowledge about this new item as he already knows a great deal about musical instruments. The 

second sub-set proposed by Marzano, that of mental procedures, might include such complicated pro-

cesses as solving complex mathematical computations or writing an essay, or more simple processes 

such as following simple directions and instructions in a children’s game. With the third, that of phys-

ical procedures, the extent to which these appear within learning situations varies enormously and of 

course it depends greatly on the nature of the material being learned or the relevant subject matter. 

reflection point

View the following YouTube video clip, entitled The Art & Science of Teaching: Dr Robert 

Marzano, which offers an excellent introduction to Marzano’s thinking in regard to teaching and 

learning in the classroom and what are the most effective means of achieving impact with chil-

dren: www.youtube.com/watch?v=YhB_R_FT9y4. Now, consider some of your own experiences 

when working with children and what verbal strategies such as questioning you use to gain the 

greatest impact on the children’s learning.

What is learning and how do we recognise it?

All too often, we hear others making such statements about children as, ‘He doesn’t seem to be 

able to learn his times tables’; ‘She has finally learned how to do fractions’; ‘He’s learning to read 
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but he is struggling with it’; ‘She learns her spellings every week but forgets them the next’. Such 

statements, however, offer little in the way of explanation as to what exactly is happening within 

the child. They are what psychologists often refer to as ‘fuzzy statements’ and provide little, if any, 

information to others that is accurate or meaningful. Would it not be more accurate to suggest, 

for example, that children failing to learn their spellings do so because of underlying processing 

problems that affect short-term auditory processing or because of perceptual difficulties that affect 

the manner in which they ‘see’ words and shapes? Being overly simplistic or ‘fuzzy’ when commu-

nicating statements about a child’s learning can, at best, lead to misinterpretation and, at worst, 

to a characterization of the child’s abilities and skills that come to define the child as a learner of 

limited potential. 

Only a decade ago, Jarvis (2005: 2–3) commented as follows:

When we pause and try to define learning in depth, we cannot help but be struck by the awesome 

breadth and complexity of the concept... Does learning take place within an individual or is it an 

interpersonal process? Should we think of it as a set of cognitive mechanisms or rather as an 

emotional, social and motivational experience?

One key theorist who has contributed much to our understanding of learning is Reuven Feuerstein. 

Key to Feuerstein’s approach is the important fact that it is not the teacher who originates and 

structures children’s responses; rather, the teacher applies him/herself to developing and extend-

ing those processes whereby their pupils problem-solve and manage their own thinking through 

to completion of a task. In this way, teachers are acting as mediators and engaging their pupils in a 

process which develops thinking at a much deeper and more critical level. 

Feuerstein proposed that the belief systems we hold about learning need to view human poten-

tial as having almost no limits, whilst also acknowledging the existence of artificial barriers that 

inhibit positive change. Feuerstein further proposed that all children, no matter what their degree 

of difficulty, can, with the appropriate support, become effective learners. Through adopting such 

belief systems, he believed that teachers can be freed from the type of constrained thinking that 

limits their vision of what is possible. When this happens, a number of consequences occur within 

children’s thinking, the most notable of which Feuerstein termed structural cognitive modifiability. 

This refers to the idea that the cognitive structure of children’s brains can be altered through an 

enabling process at the centre of which is the notion of learners learning how to learn. In practice, 

learning becomes cumulative and then impacts positively on children’s performance through-

out their life (Burden, 1987). In effect, the approach becomes directed at changing the structural 

nature of cognitive development. It should be noted that Feuerstein saw structural change as a 

child’s manner of ‘acting on’ sources of information and then responding to them. He suggested 

that the central feature involved in learning how to learn is what he termed Mediated Learning 

Experience (MLE) and it is this that lies at the very core of Feuerstein’s Social Interactionist theory 

of learning. Feuerstein et al. (1980: 16) referred to MLE as:

the way in which stimuli emitted by the environment are transferred by a ‘mediating’ agent, usu-

ally a parent, sibling or other caregiver. This mediated agent, guided by his intentions, culture, 

and emotional investment, selects and organises the world of stimuli for the child… Through this 

process of mediation, the cognitive structure of the child is affected.
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The central features of MLE are that the teacher or mediator should be aware of, make known 

and ensure that the child has understood what is intended (intentionality and reciprocity), that 

the mediator should explain why they are going to work at a task (investment of meaning) and 

that the act should be viewed as having value over and above the here and now (transcendence) 

(Burden, 1987).

reflection point

Take time to view the following two YouTube video clips, entitled Feuerstein Method (www.

youtube.com/watch?v=dSGEMr0KHVI) and Down Syndrome Film: ‘Looking Up On Down’ (Glow 

Films/Feuerstein Institute film by David Goodwin) (www.youtube.com/watch?v=lqSQI6VJgLk), 

and then consider the following spotlight on practice in terms of how children’s thinking is being 

extended in the way that Feuerstein proposed.

spotlight on practice

Meeting the needs of individual children 

Michael is 10 years of age and was recently assessed by an educational psychologist following 

a referral from his teacher who was concerned by Michael’s limited progress in literacy and his 

growing lack of self-confidence. The educational psychologist reported as follows:

Michael presented as an articulate, pleasant and cooperative child... In conversation with 

Michael I learned that whilst he was generally positive about his school he has, at times, 

been very unhappy. Michael told me that on most days he felt very alone and isolated 

from his friends. He indicated that this was most often the case when his peers were 

engaged in group work and left to get on with it by their teacher. He commented, ‘I don’t 

think they want me in their group ‘cause I’m not very good at things’. My assessment of 

Michael’s current level of intellectual functioning (Table 4.1) and aspects of his literacy 

(Table 4.2) offered the following: 

Table 4.1 Current level of intellectual functioning

Aspect of intellectual functioning being assessed Centile

Verbal comprehension 92

Perceptual reasoning 90

Working memory 12

Processing speed 08
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Two thirds of children are considered to function within the average range of ability and 

this range is represented between the 16th and 84th centiles … The 85th centile upwards 

represents increasingly higher ability with the 99th centile representing the top 1% of 

ability and the 1st centile representing the lowest 1% of ability.

The above example represents the experience of many children in the primary stage of schooling 

who, after considerable input from teachers and early years practitioners, find themselves struggling 

with aspects of their learning (Ofsted, 2005, 2010). Why, then, do so many children fail to respond 

to the teaching and learning they have experienced on a daily basis for many years? The answer of 

course is not a simple one. Whilst social and economic factors can, for example, impact on children’s 

learning, so too can the teaching and learning they receive. For too many children, the experience of 

learning can be overly ‘teacher-centred’ and fail to meet their individual learning needs or, as Hattie 

would have it, their learning needs are invisible to their teachers. In Michael’s case, it is clear that he 

is a highly intelligent child, as evidenced by his scores on the Verbal Comprehension and Perceptual 

Reasoning Index tests (Table 4.1), but he is presenting with problems relating to Working Memory 

and the speed at which he processes information (see MacBlain, 2014, Chapter 8, pp. 193–4 for an 

explanation of Working Memory and how it affects children’s learning). It is likely to be the case that 

the reason for Michael’s failure does not only lie in ‘within-child’ factors, such as his weaknesses in 

Working Memory and Processing Speed, but perhaps more worryingly in the way he has been taught. 

The following ‘spotlight on practice’ is an example of how it is possible to meet the needs of indi-

vidual children through child-centred practice underpinned by important principles of learning and 

children’s intellectual, social and emotional development. It presents an example of practice in a nurs-

ery setting in the UK, which will be referred to as ‘Edenvale,’ and begins by focusing on the importance 

of play. In this nursery children are viewed as competent, powerful learners and practice is organised 

around children’s key characteristics of learning as outlined in the Early Years Foundation Stage.

spotlight on practice

I am an explorer: Meeting children’s individual needs through  

child-centred practice

Routines are flexible and our timetable allows for over two and a half hours of uninter-

rupted play. Children have freedom to be active and to explore both the indoor and outdoor 

Table 4.2 Literacy

Area of literacy being assessed Centile Age equivalent

Word reading  4 7 years 0 months

Reading comprehension 19 9 years 0 months

Spelling  7 7 years 6 months

(Continued)
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environment. Children are encouraged to persevere with tasks and activities even when 

they are challenging and staff make time to model problem-solving skills. A key aim is to 

develop the children’s ‘scientific minds’ during their explorations of tasks and their environ-

ment through, for example, making suggestions, investigating, testing and problem solving. 

Children are actively encouraged to take managed risks within their day-to-day experiences. 

I am confident and independent…

Children are encouraged to make informed choices about their play ... The curriculum 

is carefully planned and organised with the children’s interests being central to all that 

the staff do. Activities are revisited in order to give the children that important time and 

cognitive-temporal space in which they can develop new skills and, importantly, establish 

consolidations and connections within their learning. 

I can collaborate and build relationships…

When settling into the nursery, children are given adequate time in which they can build 

relationships and manage being part of a larger social group. A Key Person approach 

ensures that all children have one special adult who will care for and understand them at 

a deeper emotional level. Most importantly, the children are openly encouraged to share 

their feelings appropriately and grow to understand that they are valued, loved and cared 

for by the nursery team. 

Adults and children take time to listen to one another and it is central to the ethos of the 

nursery that all children have a right to have their voices heard... Children are encouraged 

to demonstrate empathy and are supported in developing their understanding of the key 

fact that everyone has strengths. Staff encourage the children to work collaboratively 

and understand the consequences of their behaviours on other children, the environment 

and animal life. 

I can have my thinking challenged…

Communication is key... It is a central tenet to the work of all staff at the nursery that 

learning requires not only ‘knowing’ but also perseverance with finding out and resilience 

when things go wrong.

Through their experiences children are encouraged to raise questions about what they 

observe, to investigate and then to draw conclusions from what they see, hear and touch. 

Together with adults as co-learners the children’s thinking is challenged and they develop 

skills which enable them to respond to challenges, think logically and experiment and 

play with ideas. 

I am a good communicator…

Children use verbal and non-verbal communication including Makaton to express their needs 

and feelings, with practice in signing and the use of gesture being encouraged as everyday 

activities... Most importantly, children are given reasons to communicate and share their 

thoughts and feelings whilst adults act as rich role models for language acquisition.

(Continued)
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I can make decisions…

Children are encouraged to take responsibility for their bodies and to make decisions 

about when they need a snack and are thirsty. Sleep routines are flexible and children 

take responsibility for how they feel and when rest is needed. They take responsibility for 

caring for resources and putting them away at sorting time... ideas and thinking are chal-

lenged and they are inspired to find new ways of doing things and make decisions about 

how to solve simple problems linked to everyday experiences. 

I have a strong sense of self…

Family plays a vital role in the learning process and communication between home and 

nursery allows for children’s learning journey to be planned. Children engage in meaningful 

experiences based on staff observations and discussions with the children, promoting a 

sense of belonging and self-worth... Learning is seen as a journey and one that values the 

processes as opposed to the end product and children are proud of their achievements. 

I am creative and use my imagination…

Opportunities for children to engage in music, role play and dance allow children to repre-

sent their own experiences and creativity. Children use a range of tools and materials for 2D 

and 3D work... they are encouraged to plan their work and share feelings about their inten-

tions, being resourceful when representing their ideas... Children use instruments to explore 

sounds and build up a range of songs and rhymes... express themselves through movement 

when listening to music at a level which feels comfortable for them... Time on their own is 

respected and staff acknowledge children’s choosing to have ‘me’ time. Children have their 

own ideas and adults are led by this as a starting point for learning, with the adult skilfully 

recognising when to intervene in play to scaffold and challenge next steps.

These examples reflect the views expressed by Piaget, that knowledge and meaning are actively con-

structed by children through interacting with their environments and of the work of Vygotsky, who, 

as MacBlain (2014: 49) has commented, ‘viewed play as “self-education” – not as an activity that chil-

dren merely repeat but as an active process often characterized by mimicking those around them’. 

Readers may also be drawn to more recent views proposed by Bruner in regard to learning, at 

the centre of which lies three key elements: acquiring new information, which might also involve 

the reworking of already stored information; the transformation and manipulation of knowledge; 

and, finally, the checking of what Bruner called the ‘pertinence’ and ‘adequacy’ of knowledge. The 

purpose to which Bruner applied himself was eloquently expressed some three decades ago by one 

of the author’s professors (Brown, 1977: 74):

Bruner’s thesis was that the study of children in problem-solving situations had concentrated too 

much on the nature of the tasks and the stimuli presented to the child, and too little on the dynamic 

qualities the child brought to the tasks in order to solve them.

Members of the nursery staff are dealing with risk as an important element in the development of 

their pupils. The importance of risk has been identified by the notable psychologist Erik Erickson, 
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Table 4.3 Erickson’s psychosocial stages: Stages 1 to 4 (of 8)

Stage Approximate age

1 Trust versus mistrust 0 to 18 months

2 Autonomy versus shame and doubt 18 months to 3 yrs

3 Initiative versus guilt 3 to 5 yrs

4 Industry versus inferiority 5 to 12 yrs

who, in his theory of psychosocial development, identified eight stages (see Table 4.3 for the first 

four) through which individuals move as they grow from birth to adulthood. 

At Stage 2, children’s physical development is rapid and they are becoming increasingly mobile. 

They are beginning to be more assertive, especially in terms of their independence. They are increas-

ingly walking and moving away from their mother or primary caregiver and can be observed to 

enjoy choosing items to play with and asserting their wish to have certain foods, wear favourite 

clothes and play with particular peers. They are increasingly internalising their understanding in 

regard to their own skills and abilities and acquiring a sense of autonomy and independence. They 

are also, however, learning about their own limits and, with support from adults (in this case the 

nursery staff) around them, will explore these limits and in doing so prepare themselves for later 

stages of development when they will be acquiring a much stronger sense of identity. It is essential, 

therefore, that adults support children at this stage to explore limits and thereby develop their 

confidence, their independence and autonomy and their self-efficacy. Parents and adults working 

with children need to achieve a balance between doing things for their children and encouraging 

them to do things for themselves. When children are encouraged and supported at this stage, as 

with the children at Edenvale Nursery, they develop in confidence and ultimately their self-esteem 

and self-efficacy will grow. If not, they can, as Erikson proposes, develop feelings of inadequacy 

and come to doubt themselves and what they believe they can achieve.

At Stage 3, children are increasingly engaging in planning and cooperating with others and ini-

tiating activities and actions. If supported, they will feel secure in taking the initiative and making 

decisions. If, however, they are overly protected and smothered or censored through, for example, 

criticism or over-control, as is all too frequently the case in teacher-centred learning situations, 

then they will, according to Erickson, be prone to developing feelings of guilt, as they may perceive 

themselves as being a nuisance to those around them. The result will be that they will typically 

refrain from taking initiative. At this stage, children are also asking many questions as their desire 

to understand the world around them grows and they seek greater knowledge. If adults deal with 

children’s questions in a manner that makes them trivial or annoying, then children may again 

develop feelings of guilt and even shame. Excessive feelings of guilt at this stage can mean that the 

child will be inhibited when dealing with others and may find their creativity being diminished. 

At this stage, children with the right type of support will develop a strong sense of purpose. 

The nursery staff actively promote an ethos where adults and children learn together and 

where trial and error and persistence are viewed as key to future successes. The above exam-

ples reflect several key theories of teaching and learning. Erikson and Feuerstein, for example 

argue that individual children’s thinking needs to be supported and challenged. Ideas come from 

the children and are supported and extended by adults, This way of working supports children’s  
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problem-solving and helps them to become confident, critical and creative learners. We see  

evidence of Feuerstein’s notion of structural cognitive modifiability, whereby attempts are being 

made to influence children’s cognitive structure through an enabling process at the centre of 

which lies that most crucial of ideas – learning how to learn. In practice, the nursery aims for the 

children’s learning to be cumulative so that it impacts positively on their performance in primary 

school and throughout their lives (Burden, 1987). As with the ideas of Feuerstein and other nota-

ble theorists, most notably Vygotsky and Bruner (Gray and MacBlain, 2015), the fundamental 

importance of communication in its broader sense and how this underpins almost every aspect of 

learning is fully acknowledged, and acted on, by staff. The importance that the staff at Edenvale 

Nursery place on emotional development as a central component of learning and the wider impact 

of emotional intelligence (MacBlain et al., 2015) is also evident here.

The chapter now turns to how staff might put ideas into practice through implementing the 

above key principles for young children. 

putting it into practice

Classroom ideas to aid teaching and learning in early years settings

On a frosty day, take the children (early years) outside and encourage them to touch and run 

their gloved fingers across a frosted surface. As they do so, they will begin to make patterns 

and marks. This can be further encouraged as they search outdoors for other frosted areas 

and make more patterns, write names and continue to explore this white substance they now 

know is called ‘frost’. Encourage the children to increase their vocabulary using words like ‘cold’, 

‘springy’, ‘fluffy’, ‘sparkles’, ‘shiny’ as their senses engage with the frost and they observe the 

visual patterns of their own mark making. Encourage the children to discover tools indepen-

dently such as spoons, paintbrushes and sticks to make further imprints and patterns, thus 

developing their hand–eye coordination, fine motor and writing skills. The hunt for frost might 

continue whilst the children are encouraged to sing ‘We’re going on a frost hunt, we’re going to 

find some freezing frost, and we’re not cold’. Children can be encouraged to work collaboratively 

as they locate pockets of frost together supervised by an adult who can then mediate in the 

experience to facilitate discussion with the children about what they see. 

Provocations are also important and staff, after observing that the weather is going to drop 

below freezing later in the evening, can leave water around outside in a range of containers for 

children to find the following day. As puddles become frozen, the children begin to understand at 

first-hand about slippery surfaces. They can then be supported in managing their own sense of 

risk whilst at the same time allowing the activity to continue. Staff can draw the children’s atten-

tion to how ice changes over a period of time and mediate the learning experience by exploring 

with them, through the use of language, the concept of melting and freezing. In doing so, staff 

can also become excited and thereby indirectly motivate the children to develop their curiosity 

about what they see around them. Staff will model thinking skills, again using more sophisti-

cated language structures such as, ‘What if...?’, ‘I wonder what might happen if...’, ‘Why do you 

think...?’, and so on. In this way, they are extending hypothetico-deductive reasoning (Burden, 

(Continued)
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1987; Feuerstein et al., 1980; MacBlain, 2014) in the children who are then being encouraged to 

problem-solve and to apply logic, which is much higher-order thinking. 

As children also enjoy exploring a range of learning experiences on a small scale, staff can set 

up an area inside with jar lids, ice cubes, food dye and pipettes. Children can place a single ice 

cube on the jar lid and then very carefully use the pipettes to drop different coloured dyes onto 

the cube. They can observe how the colours combine to make new colours, thus revisiting and 

reinforcing work done previously on colour mixing. This is in addition to observing and recording 

how water begins to form in the jar lid as the ice cube melts because of temperature change. 

Children’s vocabulary can again be extended to include words such a ‘melt’, ‘dripping’, ‘wet’, 

‘runny’, ‘swirly’, and so on, to describe what they are seeing and, perhaps more importantly, to 

use when they are explaining to others what they are seeing and doing. The children are, in effect, 

being encouraged to investigate, problem-solve, conceptualise and recall, as well as formulating 

new questions and articulating verbal responses to some quite complex scientific questions. 

Later, a sensory tray can be set up indoors to mimic snow and ice outside, using ice cubes, 

fake snow and arctic animals. This could be developed alongside the use of such relevant stories 

as Iris and Isaac (2011) by Catherine Rayner, a story of two polar bears and friendships. Props can 

also be provided for the children to re-tell the story and to explore the value of friends, friend-

ship and working together as they did outdoors. Photographs and non-fiction books about snow 

and ice can also be made available to the children, in order to deepen their understanding and 

consolidate new as well as prior learning even further. 

REASONS AND WAYS TO DEVELOP A REPERTOIRE OF 
EVIDENCE-BASED TEACHING STRATEGIES

The next spotlight on practice offers insights into the formation of a strong belief system by the sen-

ior manager at Edenvale Nursery. The study highlights the tensions that exist for many practitioners 

working within early years settings in regard to the curriculum, their sense of ownership of what 

they teach and how they teach, and their perceptions of external influence on their own practice. 

spotlight on practice

Understanding the wider learning experiences of children

I can remember it vividly, the moment where the light bulb went off in my head. I was in a room of 

200 people listening to Margaret Edgington, an early years consultant speaking at the 2012 Early 

Excellence conference in Huddersfield. The conference was held on the back of the Tickell Review 

and the ongoing debate around terms such as child-initiated and adult-directed learning and that 

appalling and depressing term ‘school readiness’ which sees every passionate early years teacher 

sink low into their chair. Margaret Edgington spoke about developing curricula and environments 

that support but most importantly inspire young children, curricula that develop life skills, not 

just to prepare them for school but more importantly for their life-long journey! It was clear when 

(Continued)
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networking that all of the changes we had seen as early years teachers were resulting in us losing 

our way and what we all knew as sound pedagogical principles and practices, such as sustained 

shared thinking, outstanding learning environments, relationships and attachment theory, as well 

as many other key ideas, things that had previously excited us, were being forgotten and lost. 

On return I embarked on a research project and held consultations with the staff. The team at 

Edenvale Nursery are inspirational and passionate and were fully behind proposed curriculum 

changes. We spent time thinking about what we truly wanted for our children and overwhelmingly 

agreed that nurturing dispositions in children was going to bring us all back to our pedagogical 

beliefs. We recognised the importance of curriculum areas such as mathematics and literacy but 

felt that the environment and resources would ensure that children still developed their knowl-

edge and that our priority was to give children the character to cope with higher-order thinking 

and knowledge. My research focused on two curricula in the main: Te Wha–riki in New Zealand 

and Reggio Emilia in Italy... What was crucial about both of these curriculums was the significant 

impact they were having on outcomes for children, and still today the UK fails to build an early 

years curriculum using these outstanding examples of good practice. The opening statement 

in Te Wha–riki really resonated with me: ‘to grow up as confident learners and communicators, 

healthy in mind, spirit, secure in their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a 

valued contribution to society.’ The emphasis on the child being unique as a learner, with a strong 

set of skills and knowledge was not new, but having this central to our EYFS curriculum was, as 

demonstrated in the flawed Development Matters document, uninspiring, with a compartmen-

talised learning that fails to enable teachers and practitioners to look at the child holistically. 

What does it mean to be 22–36 months in maths? Te Wha–riki really cemented our agreement to 

focus on dispositions through its emphasis on the critical role adults play in supporting learning 

with vocabulary such as collaboration, guided participation, observation, exploration and reflec-

tion. It was about now that the structure of our curriculum was forming in my head! Although 

New Zealand was instrumental in our emerging curriculum, Reggio Emilia’s approach ran paral-

lel, echoing that children are not empty vessels waiting to be filled but with unlimited potential, 

eager to interact with and contribute to the world. Reggio Emilia believe children are driven by 

curiosity and imagination, are able to be responsible for their own learning and deserve to be 

listened to and valued, echoed by our team. It is very important to us at that we challenge ideals 

and ask questions and reflect on what is best for our children. Early years education is seen as a 

springboard to later stages of formal education, as opposed to a distinct developmental phase. 

Sadly this continues throughout children’s lives with preparation for tests, Key Stage 1, Key Stage 

2, SATs and secondary schooling. Teaching in this way is going to lead to a breakdown in child-

hood, where children are frightened to have a go and make mistakes, as well as lead to significant 

mental health issues for our children… The introduction of our curriculum placed emphasis on 

eight key principles… Our principles are:

•• Exploration (curiosity, investigation, persevering, hands-on, testing);

•• Independence (ownership, choices, responsibility, focus, concentration, interest, autonomy);

•• Collaboration and relationships (working together, turn taking, sharing, friendship, boundaries, 

key person, home–school links);

•• Creativity and imagination (fooling about, supposing, wonder, new ideas, inventiveness, risk 

taking, discovery);

•• Challenging thinking (clarifying, suggesting, speculating, reciprocating, modelling, open ended);

(Continued)
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•• Communication (initiating, sharing thoughts, responding, understanding, interaction, focus 

and attention, listening to each other);

•• Decision making (learning, planning, actively involved, interested, choices, having a voice);

•• Strong sense of self and belonging (family, attachments, respect, uniqueness, loved, happi-

ness, valued, well-being, respected).

Although the principles of EYFS run through our curriculum, this holistic view has enabled 

us to understand our children and families more deeply and children have become active in 

this process with practitioners and teachers focusing foremost on each individual child’s set 

of skills, knowledge and interests ... The main difference is this move away from segregated 

curriculum areas and allowing practitioners time to play and interact with children more freely 

without pressure to record, thus really getting to know individual children better and noticeably 

improving outcomes for our children.

The above spotlight on practice offers a fascinating insight not only into how the practice at 

Edenvale Nursery evolved but also how the practitioners’ understanding of the wider learning 

experiences of children and their families and environment informed what they did with the 

children. We now turn to look at the importance of children’s needs in relation to teaching 

and learning. 

IDENTIFYING CHILDREN’S NEEDS

I frequently have teachers say to me that a child needs a full-time classroom assistant or so many 

hours with a classroom assistant. I say to them that the child doesn’t need a classroom assistant –  

what the child needs is a different approach to teaching. What most children primarily need are 

different strategies that work for them, not an extra adult in the classroom. All too often, teach-

ers confuse their own needs for adult support in the classroom with those of the child’s – it’s a 

real problem. After all, whose needs are we aiming to meet? 

The above extract from an interview with an educational psychologist offers an important insight 

into why teachers should be more focused on identifying the individual and underlying cognitive 

and emotional needs of their pupils and on employing appropriate interventions such as teaching 

new strategies and problem-solving approaches, as opposed to all too readily accepting that the 

needs of their pupils can be met primarily in terms of additional resources such as a classroom 

assistant. More crucially, perhaps, it is now commonly accepted that children need to be given a 

greater voice (Cox, 2011; Lundy, 2007; Rudduck and Flutter, 2000) and to be afforded a voice in 

decisions directly impacting on their education and learning. 

In a recent study, Children Decide, which explored decision making amongst children and 

how they might be empowered to make decisions by their teachers, Cox (2011: 124) found the 

following:

(Continued)
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These children were crossing the boundaries between the domain beyond the school and the 

domain of the school itself. In coming to see, metacognitively, how their teacher holds power 

and how that might be challenged, on the basis of what they have learned from their relations 

in other social settings, and seeing the possibility of a different relationship with their teacher, 

the children open up the possibility of taking action in the classroom community in ways that 

can change it.

Even more recently, the new Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice – 0 to 25 (DfE 

and DoH, 2014: 20, Section 1.6) in England, introduced in September 2014, proposed that:

Children have a right to receive and impart information, to express an opinion and to have that 

opinion taken into account in any matters affecting them from the early years. Their views should 

be given due weight according to their age, maturity and capability (Articles 12 and 13 of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child). 

This view clearly represents a considerable step forward in providing all children with a much 

greater voice in regard to their learning and how they are taught. 

reflection point

Take time to view the following YouTube video link, entitled ‘Question 3: Involving children,  

parents and young people in decision making’: www.youtube.com/watch?v=TURUPRHmRE4. 

Then consider how early years practitioners might work in partnership with parents and other 

professionals to meet the needs of all the children they work with. 

TEACHING STYLES LINKED TO 21ST-CENTURY STUDENTS

Everywhere one looks one sees children, even very young children using mobile phones and other 

digital devices. For many children, the time they spend each day on social activity sites is signifi-

cant, often amounting in some instances to hours. All too frequently, many children fail to have 

the time they spend on these sites and the material they access monitored by adults. Recently, 

Dunn (2015), cited in MacBlain, Long and Dunn (2015: 217), drew attention to the growing use of 

tablet technology amongst children:

Recent data gathered in Europe suggests that 50% of Swedish children aged between 3 and 4 

use tablet computers; 23% of children in Norway from 0 to 6 years old have access to touch-

screens at home; and 17% of families in Germany with children aged 3 to 7 have touchscreen 

tablets. In the UK the use of tablet computers by children has increased from 2% to 11% between 

2011 and 2012 and the current rate of uptake is likely to be considerably higher than this (Holloway 

et al., 2013). 
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The growth in digital technologies has been substantial with young children and young people 

forming a significant percentage of the market for these. One commonly hears such terms as 

technoliteracy, digital literacy (Merchant, 2006, 2009, 2015) and multiliteracies (MacBlain et al., 

2015), with new terms emerging almost daily as digital technology becomes more sophis-

ticated and accessible to children (see Chapter 14, ‘New Technology’, by Steve Higgins and 

James Siddle).

SUMMARY

Learning is a complex affair and requires practitioners working with children to not only acknowl-

edge its complexity but also to develop their understanding of what exactly is happening when 

they believe that children are learning and how their teaching impacts on the children’s experi-

ence. To this extent, it is fundamental that teachers engage in evidence-based practice and take 

time to reflect and critically engage with others about what they consider to be sound evidence of 

learning in their pupils. To do so offers the teacher and the early years practitioner much deeper 

insights into the learning of their pupils and, perhaps as importantly, the underlying cognitive 

processes employed by their pupils (MacBlain, 2014; Gray and MacBlain, 2015). Recent attempts 

by researchers and theorists working in the field have identified key areas that contribute to effec-

tive teaching and learning, perhaps most notably the importance of making teaching and learning 

more visible and encouraging teachers and early years practitioners to evaluate their own teaching 

and view the learning taking place in their classroom or setting through the eyes of the pupils. This 

is now more important than ever before, given the rapidly changing nature of childhood and the 

exponential growth in digital technology.

companion website

To access additional online resources please visit: https://study.sagepub.com/wyseandrogers

Here you will find a classroom activity, author podcasts including Sean MacBlain’s top tips for 

employability, free access to SAGE journal articles and links to external sources.

further reading

Cox, S. (2011) New Perspectives in Primary Education: Meaning and Purpose in Learning and 

Teaching. Maidenhead: Open University Press – Chapter 8, ‘Making sense of learning: assessment 

in context’. A most interesting and insightful approach in regard to examining learning through 

assessment within modern contexts. 
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Crafter, S. and Maunder, R. (2012) ‘Understanding transitions using a sociocultural framework’, 

Educational and Child Psychology, 29(1): 10–17. An excellent and highly relevant article focusing 

on the complex nature of transitions with an emphasis on the importance of culture.

Fabian, H. and Mould, C. (2009) Development and Learning for Very Young Children. London: 

Sage. An excellent text offering clear and relevant insights into the complex nature of learning 

and development in young children. 

Kennedy, E., Cameron, R.J. and Greene, J. (2012) ‘Transitions in the early years: educational 

and child psychologists working to reduce the impact of school culture shock’, Educational & 

Child Psychology, 29(1): 19–30. A highly relevant and interesting article focusing on the complex 

nature of transitions and how educational and child psychologists can work to support children 

and practitioners in this area.

Miller, L. and Pound, L. (2011) Theories and Approaches to Learning in the Early Years. London: 

Sage – Chapter 9, ‘Forest schools in the early years’. An excellent account of the impact and 

importance of forest schools for children in the early years.

Nutbrown, C. (2006) Threads of Thinking: Young Children Learning and the Role of Early 

Education. London: Sage. A classic text, which offers a comprehensive account of learning in 

the early years.

The following YouTube video, entitled ‘Jerome Bruner: How does teaching influence learning?’, 

at www.youtube.com/watch?v=aljvAuXqhds, offers an excellent interview with Jerome Bruner 

only a week after his 99th birthday.

The following two YouTube videos: ‘Scaffolding Language Development’ at www.youtube.

com/watch?v=gLXxcspCeK8, and ‘Teaching Matters: Scaffolding’ at www.youtube.com/watch? 

v=9gNjGD_W3dM, offer excellent insights into, and examples of, scaffolding in different situations.

REFERENCES

Brown, G. (1977) Child Development. Shepton Mallet: Open Books.
Burden, R.L. (1987) ‘Feuerstein’s instrumental enrichment programme: important issues in 

research and evaluation’, European Journal of Psychology of Education, 2(1), 3–16.
Cowie, H. (2012) From Birth to Sixteen: Children’s Health, Social, Emotional and Linguistic 

Development. London: Routledge.
Cox, S. (2011) Children Decide: Power, Participation and Purpose in the Primary Classroom. University 

of East Anglia: CfBT Education Trust. Available at: http://cdn.cfbt.com/˜/media/cfbtcorporate/
files/research/2007/r-children-decide-2007.pdf (accessed 31 March 2016).

Department of Education (DfE) and Department of Health (DoH) (2014) Special Educational Needs 
and Disability Code of Practice. London: DfE/DoH. 

Feuerstein, R., Rand, Y., Hoffman, M. and Miller, R. (1980) Instrumental Enrichment. Baltimore, 
MD: University Park Press. 

Gray, C. and MacBlain, S.F. (2015) Learning Theories in Childhood. (2nd edn). London: Sage.
Hattie, J. (2008) Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-Analyses Relating to Achievement. 

London: Routledge.
Hattie, J. (2012) Visible Learning for Teachers: Maximising Impact on Learning. London: Routledge.

05_Wyse_Rogers_Ch_04.indd   83 08-Apr-16   12:49:01 PM



84    A GUIDE TO EARLY YEARS & PRIMARY TEACHING

https://study.sagepub.com/wyseandrogers

Hattie, J. and Yates, G.C.R. (2014) Visible Learning and the Science of How We Learn. London: Sage.
Holloway, D., Green, L. and Livingstone, S. (2013) Zero to Eight: Young Children and Their Internet 

Use. LSE London: EU Kids Online Network.
Jarvis, M. (2005) The Psychology of Effective Learning and Teaching. Cheltenham: Nelson Thornes.
Lundy, L. (2007) ‘Voice is not enough: conceptualising Article 12 of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child’, British Educational Research Journal, 33(6): 927–42.
MacBlain, S.F. (2014) How Children Learn. London: Sage.
MacBlain, S.F., Long, L. and Dunn, J. (2015) Dyslexia, Literacy and Inclusion: Child-centred 

Perspectives. London: Sage.
Marzano, R. (2005) School Leadership that Works: From Research to Results. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.
Marzano, R. (2007) The Art and Science of Teaching: A Comprehensive Framework for Effective 

Instruction. Alexandria, VA: ASCD.
Marzano, R. and Kendall, J.S. (2006) The New Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (2nd edn). 

Thousand Oaks, CA/London: Sage.
Merchant, G. (2006) ‘A Sign of the Times: Looking Critically at Popular Digital Writing’, in J. Marsh 

and E. Millard (eds), Popular Literacies, Childhood and Schooling (pp. 93–108). London: Routledge. 
Merchant, G. (2009) ‘Literacy in Virtual Worlds’, Journal of Research in Reading, 32(1): 38–56. 
Merchant, G. (2015) ‘Keep Taking the Tablets: iPads, Story Apps and Early Literacy’, Australian 

Journal of Language and Literacy, February Issue.
Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) (2005) English 2000–2005: A Review of Inspection 

Evidence. London: The Stationery Office. 
Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) (2010) The Special Educational Needs and Disability 

Review. London: Ofsted. 
Paton, G. (2012) ‘New-style “nappy curriculum” will damage childhood’, The Telegraph, 6 

February. Available at: www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/9064870/New-style-
nappy-curriculum-will-damage-childhood.html (accessed 28 January 2015).

Pring, R. (2007) John Dewey: A Philosopher of Education for Our Time? London: Continuum.
Rayner, C. (2011) Iris and Isaac. London: Little Tiger Press.
Rudduck, J. and Flutter, J. (2000) ‘Pupil participation and pupil perspective: carving a new order 

of experience’, Cambridge Journal of Education, 30(1): 75–89.

05_Wyse_Rogers_Ch_04.indd   84 08-Apr-16   12:49:01 PM




