
Once upon a Friday morning, Elsa and Paloma
(aged four and five) set up house. Wooden
play-stands formed the outer walls and a
bedspread served as a roof. Inside, an upturned
box became a cooker, a bowl served as a
saucepan and a handful of stones had become
potatoes.

“Let’s pretend I’m the mother and you are my
little girl,” said Elsa.

Lunch was prepared, they went shopping and a
general atmosphere of domestic purpose
prevailed.

Suddenly, a knock on the door: “Can I play too?”
asked Megan.

“The house isn’t big enough for three people,”
replied Elsa.

Megan was clearly disappointed. The teacher’s
advice and support were then sought.

“Megan could be a friendly neighbour,”
suggested Elsa.

“That’s a good idea. We could share an
allotment!” exclaimed Paloma.

An adjoining house was quickly constructed with
the help of Elsa and Paloma and Megan took up
residence. Some fifteen minutes later, the teacher
observed that the house had now become a
hospital, since Paloma had hurt her foot when
working on the allotment and Elsa and Megan
were now nurses. The injured foot had been
bathed and bandaged and the stones were now
medicine.

Childhood under siege
Childhood without play seems inconceivable. Or
does it? Adults work; children play. Or do they?

Inappropriate early childhood practice in the form
of a downward thrust of literacy and numeracy
performance and assessment continues
relentlessly to erode the boundaries of early
childhood. Five-year-olds are expected to
perform as six-year-olds had previously
performed and four-year-olds are met with the
challenges previously presented to five-year-olds.
One significant sacrifice to this trend is the child’s
access to the world of creative play. The
willingness of educational policymakers to
dismantle and undermine this activity is due, in
part, to a rapidly disappearing understanding of
the nature of play and its contribution to later
achievements and development.

In September 2008 the new Early Years
Foundation Stage (EYFS) becomes the legally
binding state-defined paradigm for early years
education for every registered early years setting
in England, including Steiner and Montessori. The
EYFS includes four principles: the enabling
environment; the unique child; positive
relationship; and learning and development
requirements. It also includes the requirement for
a pre-school profile for children to be assessed
against 117 targets.

The OpenEYE Campaign is a non-party-political
group which encompasses different educational
approaches. It was created in the summer of
2007 to centralise widespread concern about the
extent of state intervention in the preschool
experience, and the imposition of a legal duty for
early years educators to enable four-year-olds to
begin to achieve targets. In the view of The
OpenEYE Campaign, many of these targets
(particularly literacy) are developmentally
inappropriate and highly likely to cause anxiety
and stress in both children and practitioners.
Literacy goals include “uses phonic knowledge to
write simple regular words and make phonetically
plausible attempts at more complex words” and
“begins to form captions and simple sentences,
sometimes using punctuation”.

A play-based curriculum
The OpenEYE Campaign is focused around the
issue of what truly constitutes a healthy and
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strong foundation in early childhood to enable
later formal learning and wellbeing. It proposes
that any protective gesture towards early
childhood must embrace the child’s right to play.

The human ability to imagine is a most precious
gift, with its roots in the playful nature of early
childhood. Its many attendant rewards are
carried forward into the future to emerge as the
adult’s potential for creative, imaginative thoughts
and actions.

The EYFS is described by its proponents as play-
based with references to structured and planned
play. To assess this claim we need to look at the
definition of play and to distinguish between what
is and what is not play. True, authentic play arises
from within the child and expresses itself freely. It
is human freedom in its most intense and
remarkable form. It is enabled by a a state of
being, unique to early childhood, which is
unselfconscious and unseparated from the
surrounding environment – a blessed at-oneness
which can set an orientation towards spirituality
and empathy. Creative play allows children to see
the potential in their world, to use symbolic
representation, to make sense of the environment
and their own inner landscape and to experience
autonomy in the learning process. In contrast,
structured and planned play has its origins in
adult control and intentions: for example, to
make the child aware of the letter ‘B’ and its
sound. It is not authentic play but, more honestly,
playful teaching. It has its own rewards but does
not enable the specific qualities which emerge
from authentic imaginative creative play: in the
story above Elsa, Paloma and Megan were
developing empathy, social competence,
imaginative solutions, language and listening
skills, self-confidence and initiative through their
play. In a recent *TES* magazine article (1st
February 2008) Matthew Harvey, a teacher in a
secondary school, pointed to scientific research
that proposes that the absence of unstructured
play could in part be responsible for the rising
incidence of ADHD, as play contributes to the
overcoming of impulsive urges in early childhood.

The dis-enabling environment
The learning targets of the EYFS, and its
accompanying practice guidance, constantly
encourage an accelerated awakefulness and self-
awareness in four-year-olds: “What do you
think?” “What do you feel?” “Why did the little
boy cry in the story?” “How many ducks in the
picture?” The aim to enable children to name and
sound every letter of the alphabet, to show an
understanding of how information can be found
in non-fiction texts to answer questions about
where, who, why and how, and to attempt to
read more complex words using phonic
knowledge, all before the legal school age of five,
is truly alarming and misguided in the history of
early years education in England.

It is an OpenEYE contention that the environment

which would enable such ambitions to be met,
requiring an alarm-clock of questioning,
instruction and direction, is incompatible with the
enabling environment necessary for creative play:
an unhurried, unintruded-upon, natural pace
which supports the consciousness from which
play springs into being. Evidence suggests that
the peak time for child-initiated creative play is
between the fourth and fifth year, the year in
which the full impact of the EYFS learning
requirements will soon be felt. Early years
teachers may find themselves unconsciously
choosing between enabling the government-set
reading and writing targets and creating an
environment in which the child’s right to authentic
play is respected.

The unique child within an audit culture
We may struggle in the future to remember how a
healthy child, at whatever age, behaves.
Childhood is being so altered by the diminishing
opportunities for play, by technology and by the
schoolification of preschool education, that
children’s behaviour is seldom typical of their
age.

The OpenEYE Campaign believes that the first
seven years constitute a unique phase of human
development that does not lend itself to the
degree of regulation and assessment inherent in
the EYFS. The fluid nature of early childhood and
the uniqueness of each child within that phase of
development are at odds with the aspirations of
our auditing-obsessed education system and its
prescribed outcomes.

The free-spirited playfulness of childhood is
undermined and the insightful attunement of the
early years teacher is invaded by anxiety.
Speaking at a recent OpenEYE conference,
Professor Lilian Katz referred to outcomes as
being an industrial metaphor that does not do
justice to the inquisitive, exuberant nature of early
childhood or to the rightful aim of education as a
journey towards full humanity. !
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Please support the OpenEYE
campaign by signing the petition
at petitions.pm.gov.uk/openEYE

www.savechildhood.org
openeye@btinternet.com

Book:
Free to Learn by Lynne Oldfield,
Hawthorn Press, £11.99
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