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Too much too young?

The early years
foundation stage

T
he impending introduction of the Early Years

Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework in

September had initially been passively accepted

as a natural progression in government policy, from the

1996 ‘Desirable Outcomes for Children’s Learning’ and

2000’s ‘Foundations Stage.’ However, what was once

viewed as a well-meaning piece of legislation to

improve child learning for all but specifically for those

from a disadvantaged background, is now increasingly

being scrutinised as a stealth measure of sinister

proportions. 

Since November 2007, a distinguished lobby of pre-

school experts from across the educational spectrum

has mobilised under the non-party-political ‘Open Eye’

banner, in a belated but concerted attempt to persuade

the government to reconsider its early years policy

framework. The ‘Open Eye’ campaign argues the past

decade has seen the gradual but distinct shift from

non-compulsory funding-linked incentives, to the

mandatory learning and development requirements of

a ‘nappy curriculum,’ given legal force under the

Childcare Act 2006. Not only is the dividing line

between school and pre-school experiences perceived

to have been erased forever, the introduction of a

state-regulated audit culture and the decline of

authentic children’s play in favour of learning goals has

raised concerns regarding the long-term

consequences of the EYFS on a generation of young

children.

The ‘Open Eye’ campaign centres around seven

principal points of concern regarding the EYFS,

namely ‘Early literacy’; ‘Play-based experience’; ‘Audit

Culture’; Assessment-mindedness affecting the under-

fives’; ‘The effects of the EYFS on early-years

practitioners’; ‘State-defined ‘normality’ in child

development’ and ‘Human/parental rights issues.’

According to the Effective Provision of Pre-School

Education (EPPE) study, conducted by the University

of London in 2003 and on which much of the EYFS

framework is based, pre-school teaching has positive

effects in literacy and mathematics lasting up to the

age of ten. However, this is not a view shared by

members of ‘Open Eye,’ who fear the EYFS’s

compulsory literacy goals are not merely

developmentally inappropriate, they represent an

acceleration of reading and writing skills before a

suitable foundation for these skills has been

established. Furthermore, according to the campaign,

disadvantaged children are the most likely to benefit

from an unhurried preparatory experience as a

foundation for formal literacy learning, therefore the

manner in which the framework’s well-meaning goal of

supporting disadvantaged children is being pursued is

therefore misguided.

‘There is certainly no incontrovertible evidence that

early literacy learning has a long-term benefit,’ Dr

Richard House, senior lecturer in psychotherapy at

Roehampton University and member of the ‘Open Eye’

steering group, told NCMN. ‘There is a great deal of

research suggesting that ‘over formal,’ ‘teacher-led’ or

‘unbalanced cognitive’ early learning actually sets

children back in the long run. And there is plenty of

suggestive evidence that in those countries where

As the campaign to prevent EYFS becoming mandatory across all 

early years settings intensifies, Robert Potter investigates both

sides of the debate
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children have a more relaxed early-learning milieu,

where they start formal institutional schooling at six or

seven years of age, their educational performance

outstrips that of the UK in the international

performance tables within

just four years or so.

‘Our great fear is that what

is a relatively under-

trained, immature early-

years workforce won’t

begin to possess the skills

of subtleties for this kind of teaching and will instead

‘deliver’ the EYFS literacy requirements in an

inappropriately mechanistic, utilitarian way such that it

will indeed have major detrimental effects on these

young children, which could well then have life-long

effects on their creativity, motivation levels and love of

learning,’ said Dr House.

Reservations regarding the play-based nature of the

EYFS framework revolve around the definition of ‘play’

itself. To the ‘Open Eye’ supporters, the EYFS notion of

play is more one of ‘playful teaching,’ dominated by a

specific learning objective and therefore not ‘play’ in

the truest sense at all. Imaginative, creative play

reaches its peak between the ages of four and five and

it is feared this important characteristic of early

childhood development will be seriously hindered by

the demands of the EYFS targets. 

Concerns have also been raised over the ‘audit culture’

mentality underpinning the framework, with its

indiscriminate blanket provision and potentially

anxiety-generating practices. Similarly, the pressures

and anxieties from the continuous observation and

assessment processes are expected to be transferred

psychodynamically from early-years practitioners to

the youngest children, not just the five-year-olds

subjected to the profile assessment. This is viewed as

a needless acceleration into awareness of adult

expectation, further generating anxiety amongst

children of an age when they are not yet

developmentally equipped to process and manage it.

‘For me, speaking personally, what is happening with

the EYFS is actually symptomatic of wider, anxiety-

driven forces happening in the wider society and which

I believe to be deeply concerning,’ said Dr House. ‘It is

perhaps too easy and intellectually lazy, casually to

throw around accusations about a ‘1984 / Brave New
World’ society. Yet when major respected public figures

start to speak of Britain ‘sleepwalking towards a

surveillance society,’ I think we all need to be

concerned,’ he said. The great yet enduring myth of

modernity and technological thinking more generally, is

that it is somehow possible and appropriate to

measure everything and control life in all its complexity.

Yet it is ironic that at the very moment when this

modernist worldview is being fundamentally

challenged in all manner of fields, it seems to be the

policy-makers and politicians who are still determined

to cling on to it all the more assiduously and

uncritically.

‘More specifically, EYFS

and government ministers

speak about ‘play’ in a

utilitarian, programmatic

way that renders it

essentially unrecognisable

for those like myself who

see play as intrinsically free and imaginative,’ said Dr

House. ‘And through mandatory EYFS stipulations, an

auditing mentality is being introduced into early-years

practice that we believe threatens to be the death-knell

of the kinds of values and ways-of-being with young

children that are essential for their healthy all-round

development.’

Dr House also expressed his dismay at what he

regards as the state defining its own paradigm for what

is normal child development. ‘History is littered with

examples of scientific experts and governments getting

things completely wrong and then standing on their

heads as new knowledge is discovered,’ he warned.

‘So for the state to define what is ‘normal’ child

development and for practitioners to then be charged

by law with making sure that children develop in the

‘right’ way strikes me as insipiently authoritarian and a

major threat to children’s experience of freedom and

healthy development in all manner of ways. We

actually know so little about the deep subtleties and

mysteries of human development that we should

exercise a strict precautionary principle in early years

work, such that ‘if in doubt, trust the children, leave
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‘What is happening with the EYFS is
actually symptomatic of wider, anxiety-
driven forces happening in the wider

society and I believe to be deeply
concerning’
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them alone and don’t intrude,’ especially when any

such intrusion is being unwittingly fuelled by adults’

own unprocessed anxieties.

‘Practitioners who spend their lives working with

children should be allowed to make their own informed

decision about what is appropriate for the children in

their charge,’ continued Dr House, ‘and the relaxing of

the mandatory aspect of the EYFS to voluntary

professional guidelines would go some distance to

alleviating my concerns. I also believe that what is

really needed is a massive injection of resources into

training, such that early-years work is a career of

comparable status and remuneration to teaching. 

‘It seems to me that the EYFS framework is attempting

to raise standards by political definitional fiat, yet it not

only won’t work in its current form but will actually be

counter-productive, unless the professional status and

competency of early-years practitioners is raised

across the board.’

Open Eye has also raised the question as to whether

or not the new legislation constitutes a major

infringement of parental and, therefore, human rights

under European law, as the EYFS arguably directly

compromises parents’ rights to select the pre-

compulsory school-age environment that they wish for

their children. However, the Department for Children,

Schools and Families (DCSF) have been vehement in

their defence of the controversial policy and totally

refute all of the ‘Open Eye’ allegations.

‘The EYFS is a play-based framework that starts from

the premise that every child is unique and that they

learn and develop at different rates and in different

ways,’ Beverley Hughes, the Children’s Minister, told

NCMN. ‘Of course children should not be subjected to

rigorous academic teaching at this young age and they

should have the opportunity to enjoy books and stories

as part of their play and interaction with adults,’ she

said of the framework’s focus on literacy.

‘Many parents enjoy reading with or to their young

children as part of spending time together and securing

a firm bond and children get a lot out of such time. This

is a world away from any kind of formal teaching,’

stressed Ms Hughes, ‘and professionals working in the

early years have a wealth of experience of how to

support children’s learning and play in a way which will

help them to enjoy learning to read when they are

ready. We want all children to make progress in literacy

and numeracy at an early age, as these skills are

critical to their ability to get the most out of learning

later on.’

The DCSF also completely dismisses the notion that

the implementation of the EYFS framework in any way

infringes human rights, as has been suggested, or

threatens the existence of alternative pre-school

environments by the imposition of some compulsory,

one-size-fits-all policy devoid of any choice. 

‘The government consultation on exemptions to the

learning and development requirements ran from 1

March  to 24 May last year and representative bodies,

including the Steiner Waldorf Schools Fellowship

(SWSF) were made aware of the consultation and

submitted a formal response,’ said Ms Hughes.

‘The proposed legislation on exemptions to the

learning and development requirements will allow

parents to apply to settings for exemptions from some

or all of the requirements in respect of individual

children, if they can show that the EYFS is in conflict

with their beliefs or philosophies. However, we strongly

believe that the EYFS is flexible enough to

accommodate a very wide range of approaches and

hope that few, if any, parents will feel the need to seek

exemptions.’         

Teething problems in its early days are perhaps to be

expected, but only time will tell how well the EYFS

framework is received by parents and providers alike

and its overall effects on pre-school children. In the

meantime, as the groundswell of opinion gathers

apace with over 6,500 objectors having signed the

‘Open Eye’ Downing Street petition against the EYFS,

this issue has already proved itself to be far more than

a mere storm in a play-pen. 

‘I think the government has assumed that we would be

a damp-squib, seven-day-wonder and that ‘Open Eye’

would soon fizzle out and leave government to

continue with its agenda,’ said Dr House. ‘If that is

indeed the government’s view then I am afraid they are

in for a rude awakening.

‘No attempt has been made by the supporters of the

EYFS, beyond bland and essentially content-less

reassurance, to respond to the substance and detail of

our concerns. ‘Open Eye’ is not going away; the

support we are receiving from across the country is

strong and growing and we are committed to

continuing with this campaign until government sees

sense and relents - our children and their long-term

well-being deserve nothing less than that.’       NCMN
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