
OPEN EYE SEMINAR – 4TH OCTOBER 2008

Summary of the day’s proceedings

The OpenEYE seminar was held at the Margaret McMillan Room at BAECE on Saturday the 
4th of October when a multi-disciplinary group of some thirty Early Childhood experts 
gathered, by invitation to discuss the issues raised by the implementation of the Early Years 
Foundation Stage (EYFS). Chaired in the morning by Early Years Consultant Wendy Scott 
and in the afternoon by Sir Christopher Ball, the seminar took the form of informative 
presentations, together with open dialogue between the participants. 

THE MORNING SESSION

Wendy Scott opened the day followed by an introduction by Sir Christopher Ball. Sir 
Christopher reminded everyone of the enormous importance of the early years and shared his 
own concerns about the increasing intrusion of formal learning on early learning environments 
together with the need to re-examine the need for extending parental leave and the essential 
nature of the mother-child relationship for 0-3 year olds. He believed that every child was 
capable of being a genius in his or her own right and questioned why it was that, when asked, 
one out of six people said that they hated school. 

Dr Richard House, senior lecturer in psychotherapy and counselling at Roehampton 
University and one of the founders of the campaign, then talked about the history of Open 
EYE. He made the point that some of its members had been publicly raising issues 
concerned with early education for many years and that the campaign had served as a 
catalyst to unite a highly talented and diverse group of people. Instead of its concerns being 
seen as short-term problems, the campaign had, instead, ignited a profound unease about 
the state of childhood in the UK, and especially England. Feedback from parents, grand-
parents, head-teachers, teachers, childminders and early years experts confirmed that there 
was an urgent need to re-visit both the requirements of the EYFS and the larger issue of 
ensuring that systems of Early Years Education and Care truly serve the emotional and 
developmental needs of the child.

Independent Consultant and Training Provider Margaret Edgington talked about the specific 
issues that the EYFS had raised. In doing so Margaret stressed that she was not anti EYFS 
and supported the themes, principles and commitments. She did, however, feel that there was 
a great deal of work to be done in developing shared understandings of what some of the 
terminology (such as ‘play’, ‘child-initiated’, ‘key person’ etc) actually meant in practice.  She 
shared her concern that much of the additional guidance in the pack and on the CD-Rom 
served to further confuse the issues. 

Margaret also supported the welfare requirements, which are essential for safeguarding 
children, although she felt that they should have been stronger on ratios in reception classes 
and on children’s right to outdoor play space and natural light. She went on to highlight a 
number of key concerns that were being reiterated by practitioners in the field:

The quality of existing training – It was felt that current training routes were not adequate 
and that the rapid expansion of provision has meant that many more people are coming into 
the workforce too quickly and with inadequate experience.  Rapid turnover of staff in some 
settings was also a serious quality issue.

Practitioner comprehension - The previous Foundation Stage guidance was not well 
understood by all practitioners and its principles were not well-embedded in practice – many 



practitioners simply looked at the steeping stones and early learning goals in the Curriculum 
Guidance for the Foundation Stage (ignoring the principles and practice guidance) and, 
although Birth to Three Matters was widely welcomed, many practitioners said they found it 
difficult to use.

Foundation Stage Profiles - National scores have shown each year that the literacy goals 
are not achievable by many children and that boys do less well than girls in every area of 
learning.

The Dangers of Checklists - Practitioners are using the learning and development grids as 
checklists and being encouraged to do so by some local authority personnel, publishers and 
training providers 

Local Authority Outcomes Duty- The principles of the EYFS are being undermined and 
contradicted by the Local Authority Outcomes Duty which is leading to targets being set at 
school and child level

The over-emphasis on literacy and numeracy – If all areas of learning and development 
are equally important why was it necessary to bring out extra material on Letters and Sounds 
and to put such a huge emphasis on training around this pack?

The erosion of parental and practitioner choice of approach – at a time when primary 
schools are being freed to develop more creative approaches and parents can choose how 
their children are educated, is it right that early years settings and parents of children who 
have not reached statutory school age should have that choice removed.  

The Unwieldy Exemptions Process – The exemption process is experienced as overly 
complicated and unwieldy and there is currently no guarantee that those settings or parents 
who achieve exemption will be able to access the nursery education grant.

Margaret ended by asking the question ‘If other countries, including those in the UK, can 
manage well without prescriptive goals for young children why do we need them in England?’

Independent consultant Wendy Ellyatt then gave a presentation on international perspectives 
to the Early Years. Commencing with the importance of a smooth and integrated transition 
from Early Years to school settings she went on to look at the varying age ranges for that 
transition. England was seen as investing heavily in Early Years provision and yet its 
approach continued to differ from that of other countries. She shared with the group the core 
elements of the Nordic approach together with that of New Zealand and Reggio Emilia – all of 
whom thought children should be experiencing systems as: who am I, how do I belong, and 
what am I interested in? (intrinsic valuing) instead of what are they looking for and am I good 
enough? (external valuing). England and the USA were seen by others as systems that 
placed utilitarian state requirements over the needs of the child. European countries were, 
instead, concerned about the dangers of ‘schoolification’. She ended with a number of media 
articles demonstrating the level of concern that was being expressed at all levels of English 
society together with statistics showing that increased spending on early years in the UK did 
not seem to be improving the well-being of children, nor was it linked to improved 
performance, and that there was a need to look more deeply at the true nature of childhood.

Professor Kathy Sylva, Professor of Educational Psychology at Oxford University shared the 
procedure and core findings of the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) 
research project and emphasized that policy-making relied on the provision of academically 
rigorous data. EPPE showed that Early Years Provision really was making a difference to 
children and that pre-school can play an important part in combating social exclusion and 
promoting inclusion by offering disadvantaged children, in particular, a better start to primary 
school. The findings indicate that pre-school has a positive impact on children’s progress over 
and above important family influences and that the quality of the pre-school setting 
experience as well as the quantity (more months but not necessarily more hours/day) are 
both influential. Individual pre-school centres varied in their effectiveness in promoting 
intellectual progress over the pre-school period, and indicated that better outcomes are 
associated with certain forms of provision. Likewise, the research pointed to the separate and 
significant influence of the home learning environment. 

 wendy ellyatt
Today, 12:33 PM
Added: Paragraph Break



Sally Goddard-Blythe, the Co-Director of the Institute for Neuro-Physiological Psychology 
(INPP) presented her own work exploring the significance of physical reflexes as reflections of 
the maturity and readiness of the central nervous system. According to Sally very simple 
physical tests could show whether or not a child was ready for particular developmental tasks. 
She highlighted that they EYFS had 69 targets for cognitive performance, reading, writing and 
numeracy, but there was insufficient emphasis on physical development and the observation 
and assessment of children’s neurological readiness. In her opinion the most important ABC 
for the child should be:
                                                              Attention
                                                              Balance
                                                         Co-ordination

                 Developmental Readiness
                                                              Education

Sally provided participants with a summary of current research studies demonstrating that 
neurological dysfunction was a significant factor in academic underachievement. She 
highlighted the fact that a number of the specific EYFS learning goals and requirements failed 
to take into account developmental stages, neurological maturation and individual 
developmental and gender differences.

Galina Dolya, an expert on Vygotsky and Curriculum Director of Key to Learning presented 
the core elements of the Key to Learning curriculum suggesting that ‘the child is a possibility 
waiting to be manifested’. Key to Learning is a unique educational programme based on Lev 
Vygotsky's ideas but benefiting from and developing out of the latest worldwide research into 
children's learning. Vygotsky proposed that mental tools are to the mind as mechanical tools 
are to the body. Cultures use symbols, diagrams, models, graphs, maps, language and other 
symbolic devices. Children need to acquire these tools of the mind early, because it is these 
tools that will enable them to succeed in formal education. What's more, these cultural tools 
radically change the process of learning, allowing children to organise and regulate their own 
cognitive processes. Galina emphasized the need for ‘responsible, responsive adults’ who 
could help facilitate the learning process.

The "Key to Learning" curriculum is different from the others because it moves focus from 
educational content (what) to the cultural tools (how). It focuses not only on teaching skills 
and knowledge but on developing learning abilities. It offers specially designed optimal 
learning experiences that are:

• precisely matched to children's learning and development 
• challenging but attainable 
• emotionally vibrant, playful and enjoyable 
• shared by children and responsive adults 

Kim Simpson, nursery owner, counsellor, parent coach and experienced Montessori 
practitioner, highlighted what she saw as the ‘true foundation’ of childhood, the development 
of a healthy personality. She stressed that learning is not the problem, as young children are 
intrinsically natural learners. “Who was it in the first two years of life that taught themselves to 
sit up, stand, crawl, walk and talk? It was the miracle of natural development, which literally 
unfolds in every child no matter which corner of the world they come from. This unfolding has 
its own timescale and its own pattern and we interfere with it at our peril. It is only through 
such natural development that each child can discover their own unique individuality…their 
emerging sense of self, free of too much early conditioning and adult expectations.  It is 
essential that young children find out ‘who they are’, before they are required to show ‘what 
they can do’. We should facilitate ‘learning’, which is inside out and delay ‘teaching’ which is 
outside in.” She further stressed that it was essential that pre-school children should be 
protected from experiencing failure, by avoiding prescribed or required goals which may be 
developmentally inappropriate and, thereby leading to psychological deviations and a lost of 
self-esteem. 

Lynne Oldfield, Director of the London Steiner Waldorf Teacher Training school opened her 
talk with the question asked by the first Waldorf kindergarten teacher ‘As the human lifespan 
becomes longer, why is childhood becoming ever shortened?’ She highlighted the importance 
of early learning being an unhurried experience and listed the core aims of the Steiner 
philosophy as:



-to protect and respect the boundaries of early childhood, which we define as 
extending to the seventh birthday
-to develop practice based on an understanding of child development in those 
sensitive years
-to be awake to the possible damage caused by too early intellectuality

She challenged the use of the word play seeing the concept of play instigated by a 
practitioner for the purpose of acquiring a particular concept as a contradiction in terms and 
questioned why it was that ADHD was virtually unknown in Waldorf education. Lynne left the 
group with three questions:

-What is the rationale for ever earlier introduction of reading, writing, ICT?

-Why is it assumed that ‘quality pre school experience’ necessitates this ever earlier 
introduction to literacy targets?

- Why is it also assumed that this will benefit disadvantaged children in particular? 
Surely reading and writing are the least of their problems at this early age? Surely 
they are just the group which will most benefit from the unhurried pathway? With 
socialisation, speech, attentiveness, perseverance, self management, fine and gross 
motor skills, healthy relational experience, and the healing power of play as central to 
their preparation for school entry?

THE AFTERNOON SESSION

The afternoon session was chaired by Sir Christopher Ball and commenced with a discussion 
forum with Pat Adams, a childminder from Warrington, Cheshire and Maria Robinson, an 
Independent Early Years Advisor, joining the expert panel. Questions discussed included:

• The difficulties caused by inconsistencies in government guidance
• Ever-changing governmental policy, with its impact on the workforce
• Misunderstandings about what constitutes true ‘play’
• Developmentally inappropriate ‘milestones’ in the early years; and the notable lack of 

emphasis on the importance of early physical development.
• How current systems disadvantage boys
• How current systems may not be best for children with special needs
• The dangers of ‘adultifying’ children
• The lack of emphasis on relationships
• The lack of emphasis on transition periods
• The dangers of ‘check-list’ mentalities
• The dangers of poorly paid and inexperienced staff
• The problems caused by outcomes duties
• The healing power of authentic play
• The conflicts being experienced by play-workers
• The pressures on childminders
• The need to re-visit the importance of the mother-child bond for 0-3 year olds
• The erosion of parental choice
• The erosion of the rights of the child

Annette Brook, MP and Peter Reeve then shared their own perspectives and understanding 
of the political situation and the issues faced by policy-makers. Annette’s Commons Early Day 
Motion supporting Open EYE’s concerns has, to date, been supported by approaching 100 
MPs. 

THE DAY’S CONLUSIONS

Notwithstanding the diversity of the presentations, the participants discovered an 
underpinning commonality around the central theme of the true needs of early childhood. The 
gathering highlighted the need to move away from inappropriate utilitarian, outcome-focused 
early years systems towards systems that recognized the uniquely sensitive nature of the 
young pre-school child. There was agreement that UK systems (particularly England)  should 
acknowledge and reflect the work being carried out by early years and neurological 
researchers worldwide. All agreed that quality training was essential and that there was need 
to re-evaluate early-years training and the special emotional and relational abilities required of 



adults working with young children. There was also recognition of the need for policy-makers 
to stay closely connected to, and informed by, the concerns of early years experts, 
practitioners and parents.

Open EYE is planning a follow-up conference in London during 2009, which will bring 
together a high-profile group of speakers from across the world to explore the true foundation 
of childhood. www.savechildhood.org 

SEMINAR PARTICIPANTS

Dr Richard House - senior lecturer in psychotherapy and counselling at Roehampton 
University
Margaret Edgington – Independent Early Years Consultant
Wendy Ellyatt – Independent Early Years Consultant
Kim Simpson – Owner and Principal of the Studio Montessori School, Kew
Graham Kennish – Steiner teacher-trainer
Lynne Oldfield - Director of the London Steiner Waldorf Early Childhood Teacher Training 
Course
Anna Firth – Parent and Open EYE co-ordinator
Skeena Rathor – Parent and Open EYE co-ordinator
Grethe Hooper-Hansen – Independent scholar and researcher
Sir Christopher Ball – Author of the Start Right Report, Founder of the Campaign for 
Learning
Wendy Scott - Former adviser to the Department for Education and Skills and former 
                         chairman of the British Association for Early Childhood Education
Kathy Sylva - Professor of Educational Psychology, Oxford University
Annette Brook MP - Liberal Democrat spokesperson for children and families
Peter Reeve – Former Green Party Education spokesperson
Melian Mansfield – Chair of the Early Childhood Forum
Nalia George – NFER Research officer
Maria Robinson – Independent adviser, consultant and lecturer in early years care and learning
Sally Goddard-Blythe – Co-Director, Institute for Neuro-Physiological Psychology
Pat and Arthur Adams – Childminder from Warrington, Cheshire
Galina Dolya – Leading expert on Vygotsky's Theory of Learning and Development
David Higgins – Director of Key to Learning
Barbara Isaacs – Principal of Montessori Centre International
Pauline Trudell – Vice President – National Campaign for Real Nursery Education
Jeremy Smith - Member of the SWSF Executive Group.
Alex Sharp – Chair of  the Playwork Education Training Council (PETC) 
Lisa Rumbold- Play Development Officer (PETC)
Pamela Hope – Independent Early Years Consultant
Liz Steinthal  - Headteacher of Educare Small School

The Open Eye Team:

For further information contact:
Kim Simpson:  020 8940 0064 or 07740 643 984
Dr Richard House:  07949 376 518 or 020 8993 3024

http://www.savechildhood.org/
http://www.savechildhood.org/

