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INTRODUCTION
This book is about young children and their educators working together. It is
primarily about the promotion of high-quality thinking and action of children aged
3–5 years, though the ways in which the youngest children learn are also discussed
in order to provide an overview of the continuity which is important in teaching and
learning in the early years.
Throughout the book I have used examples of children’s talk, action, representation and thinking drawn from observations made over ten years of teaching to
illustrate some aspects of their schemas, to demonstrate their capacity as learners and
to suggest ways of developing practice in the education of young children. This kind
of data could have been used and analysed in many different ways. The interpretations given here are my way of making sense of the complexity of children’s
behaviour as they grow and learn. In any book of this kind there is room for debate
and the many observations have been included for readers to consider my
conclusions.
Most of the observations in this book were made in nursery education settings;
others draw on children ‘in action’ at home. It is important that the terms used to
describe the adults who work in different contexts with young children are clear. The
Rumbold Report (DES, 1990a) tried to overcome this difficulty by using the term
‘educator’ to apply to everyone who engaged with young children in some way,
arguing that all adults, parents, childminders, playgroup workers, teachers, nursery
nurses, nannies and so on had a part to play in helping young children to learn. More
recently policy documents prefer the term ‘practitioner’ as the overarching term to
describe those who work with young children, whatever the setting. While this
attempts to embrace the multidisciplinary nature of work with young children and
the diversity of settings in which they might learn, there is a danger of a lack of clarity
of roles and responsibilities which may blur some issues about provision offered to
young children and the training, status, responsibilities, remuneration and qualifications of the people who work with young children. There is sometimes a dangerous
assumption that anyone and everyone can work effectively with young children. If
we call everyone involved with young children an ‘educator’, discussion which
separates out distinctive roles, responsibilities and contributions of parents and other
educators can become confused, and the specialised nature of the work of different
kinds of educators can become blurred or misunderstood. While it can be helpful to
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have a generic term such as ‘educator’ or ‘practitioner’ to describe those who work
with young children, there are times when a more specific professional identity is
useful and important. Throughout this book I have tried to overcome this problem
in several ways: using specific professional titles to describe adults where they have
arisen from certain observations; referring to parents as parents, whilst acknowledging
their important and distinct role in children’s learning and development; and referring
to educators in a range of group settings as ‘professional educators’ or ‘practitioners’.
I use the term professional educators to mean adults who have relevant training and
qualifications, who understand how children learn, and who are active in their
thinking and interaction with young children in group settings. In many cases I have
referred specifically to teachers because it was they who were involved in the
observations described.
This book is intended to provide evidence of children’s thinking about, and learning
from, their world. It draws, where appropriate, on theories to illuminate the
examples of children’s language, action and representation. In particular, the work of
Athey (1990) is used to explore ways of understanding children’s learning.
This book is an attempt to think more deeply about children’s actions and
interactions and is a voyage of discovery into the riches of children’s minds. Here I
give my ways of thinking about and working with young children. I invite readers to
consider my thoughts and, returning to the children they know best, to make their
own observations, develop their own thinking about children’s thinking and their
own role in the dynamic process of supporting, challenging and extending children’s
thinking and learning. Such a rich process transcends policy and relies on deep
knowledge and commitment to reflect and respond.
Cathy Nutbrown
June 2006
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A CURRICULUM FOR THINKING
CHILDREN

The ‘spiral curriculum’: If one respects the ways of thought of the growing child, if one
is courteous enough to translate material into his logical forms and challenging enough to
tempt him in advance, then it is possible to introduce him at an early age to the ideas and
styles that in later life make an educated man. We might ask, as a criterion for any subject
taught in primary school, whether, when fully developed, it is worth an adult’s knowing,
and whether having known it as a child makes a person a better adult. If the answer to
both questions is negative or ambiguous, then the material is cluttering the curriculum.
(Bruner, 1960, p. 52)

This chapter will consider the kind of curriculum that young children need in order
to develop their thinking, knowing, skills and understandings. Creating respectful
curriculum for young children requires (as Bruner asserted over 40 years ago) an
examination of what is worth teaching. Meaningful experiences are the essence of a
respectful and challenging curriculum.
The debate about the ‘gifts’ of nature and the ‘effects’ of nurture have rumbled on
through the decades. Those responsible for the education of young children must
believe that nurturing young minds can have a positive effect on their learning and
development. To subscribe to a theory that asserts that potential understanding and
achievement are decided in the womb, rather than developed from the cradle, leads
nowhere and guarantees that early education will be ineffective. Nourishment for
children’s minds, and emotions (as for their bodies), must be matched to need. Such
a ‘match’ of curriculum nourishment must include realistically high expectations held
by educators of the children they teach.
Athey (1990) suggests that early intervention, an education that involves parents,
professionals and a clear pedagogy can enhance children’s cognitive development.
Enhanced knowing, ability and understanding can contribute to enhanced self-esteem
and a more grounded holistic development for children. Fundamental to the practices
of teaching young children and to the construction of a curriculum to foster their
learning are the aims and principles upon which such curriculum rests.
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The examples of children’s learning and thinking in this book suggest two questions
that need to be addressed if curriculum developments in nurseries and other early
years group settings are to provide ways for children to develop as thinkers. The first,
despite official pronouncements on what constitutes an early childhood curriculum,
is a perennial question:
( How can practitioners ensure breadth, balance and relevance in the curriculum
they offer?
The second question attempts to incorporate understanding of children’s thinking into
provision for their learning:
( How can a curriculum for young children nourish children’s forms of thought with
worthwhile and interesting content?

Ensuring breadth, balance and relevance in the curriculum
What young children should learn has been the subject of continued debate and
argument throughout the 1990s. Since the introduction of a National Curriculum for
children of statutory school age, the development of a mandatory curriculum for
children of pre-compulsory school age has been inevitable, and the introduction of
the Foundation Stage (QCA, 2000) saw this become a reality, with related
assessment following two years later in the form of a Foundation Stage Profile
(DfES/QCA, 2003). At the same time work on provision of appropriate learning
experiences for babies and toddlers came to fruition in the Birth to Three Matters
Framework (DfES, 2002a). It was published to promote effective practice in working
with children in the first three years of life and its launch included nationwide
training events. The Framework was designed as a source of support, information and
guidance for those working with babies, toddlers and young children under 3 years
of age. The Framework clearly stated that it:
( Values and celebrates babies and children.
( Recognises their individuality, efforts and achievements.
( Recognises that all children have, from birth, a need to develop learning through
interaction with people and exploration of the world around them. For some
children, this development may be at risk because of difficulties with communication and interaction, cognition and learning, behavioural, emotional and social
development or sensory and physical development.
( Recognises the ‘holistic’ nature of development and learning.
( Acknowledges, values and supports the adults that work with babies and young
children.
( Provides opportunities for reflection on practice.
( Informs and develops practice while acknowledging that working with babies and
young children is a complex, challenging and demanding task and that often there
are no easy answers.
(DfES, 2002a, p. 4)
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The Birth to Three Matters Framework, identifies four Aspects chosen to highlight the
competence of the under 3s and the interrelationship between growth, learning,
development and the environments in which they live and learn. The Aspects are:
(
(
(
(

A
A
A
A

strong child.
skilful communicator.
competent learner.
healthy child.

In Scotland (Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2005) the policy document on under
3s; Birth to Three: Supporting Our Youngest Children uses different terms and
expressions to describe and discuss the particular nature of work with under 3s. The
Scottish policy is built on three, clearly interrelated, key features of effective practice in
work with children from birth to 3:
( Relationships.
( Responsive care.
( Respect.
Within this rubric are five shared principles which are intended to apply, whatever the
setting or service providing for the youngest children. They are:
(
(
(
(
(

the best interests of children;
the central importance of relationships;
the need for all children to feel included;
an understanding of the ways in which children learn;
equality, inclusion and diversity.

As the demand for more group care of the youngest children grew, so did the debate
about what kind of quality it should offer: ‘Day care must not just be a safe, clean
parking place with good food, fresh air and kind bustling adults. Babies and toddlers
must learn to express and exchange emotions, to communicate, and to learn about
people, objects, and experiences’ (Rouse, 1990, p. 7). And the role of the Key Person
in fostering respectful and responsive relationships was emphasised (Elfer, Goldschmied and Selleck, 2003).
What was interesting about these two developments was that the National
Curriculum for 5-16-year-olds seemed to be devised along the lines of setting targets
for older children and defining work for younger children on the basis of ‘what they
will need to know by when’, a ‘top-down’ model of curriculum prescription.
Conversely, those working with the youngest, children aged 0–3, were not encumbered by government requirement or targets or anticipated achievement. They were
able to work from what they saw babies and toddlers doing, from perspectives of
development, from need and interest. They were able to be creative and responsive
in the curriculum they developed, moulding and shaping it, in every sense, to fit
particular needs of particular children at particular times.
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