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Executive summary
This report presents the findings of an evaluation study of an early years teaching
programme delivered through a Teaching School Alliance in East London, and the
participants’ experience of professional learning. The study addressed the overall question:
“What are participants’ perceived impact of the teaching programme on their professional
learning, development and practice?” The main focus is on aspects of professional learning
which can potentially lead to benefits for participants’ pedagogy and development, and
ultimately for children’s learning. The study drew on a substantive body of research in three
inter-related areas: pedagogy, professional learning, and leadership. The research was
based on a mainly qualitative design using questionnaires, interviews and online dialogues.
The findings offered a nuanced understanding of the early years teaching programme as
occurring in a shared learning community, and demonstrated how participants’
engagement in collaboration and knowledge exchange was important in enhancing their
understanding of how best to support their own professional learning as well as that of the
children.
Significantly, the findings showed evidence of participants’ applying their learning to
changing and informing their settings’ practices, and for some, how this has resulted in
initiating and leading change in key aspects of practice. Five key themes emerged:
pedagogical tools to promote and extend children’s learning, shared and purposeful
learning, reflective practice, twitter and virtual learning as an enabler and inhibitor, and
perceived impact on practice and leadership. The findings highlighted the agency that was
exercised by several practitioners in their development of pedagogical strategies to improve
their practice and interactions with the children. Overall, participants were positive about the
learning they had gained from being on the programme and appeared to benefit from the
impact it had on their practice. The study provided strong evidence for sustaining and
potentially scaling up of the early years teaching programme as a model of professional
development and learning for nursery and preschool practitioners.

Introduction: research context
Sheringham Nursery School and Children’s Centre is a lead Partner in a Teaching School
Alliance in Newham, East London. This consists of a network of maintained nursery and
primary schools and early years providers that is nationally recognised for its outstanding
provision of support and education for children and families. Teaching schools are defined
by the UK government as schools with a proven track record of providing high-quality
training and development, with demonstrable evidence of successful leadership and
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partnerships with other settings (NCTL and DfE 2014). Sheringham was assigned its Teaching
School status1 in 2015 in recognition of its standing as a beacon for delivering outstanding
early years provision and raising educational standards. The setting has an established team
of specialist teachers and early years practitioners with extensive experience of working with
children aged two to four years, and a particular focus on supporting the needs of a diverse
local community. 2

As a National Teaching School, a key priority for Sheringham is its commitment to enhancing
pedagogy, professional learning and leadership; all key influencers of improving educational
outcomes. This is underpinned by a drive towards evidence- informed research, and the
application of research in supporting quality and innovative practice. In 2015, a professional
development programme - ‘outstanding early years teaching’ - was launched to develop
effective pedagogical innovation and leadership practice among early years educators.
The programme is led by Sheringham Nursery School and delivered in partnership with a
select group of maintained nursery settings within East London Early Years and Schools
Partnership that have been rated ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted. The programme comprised eight
sessions over twelve months from October 2015 to July 2016 and was aimed at Early Years
Foundation Stage (EYFS) teachers and graduate-level practitioners. Each session was hosted
by a maintained nursery school with observations of practice and reflexive dialogue among
participants. The programme promoted the sharing of knowledge and best practice across
a network of settings with the aim of improving the pedagogical knowledge and skills of
participants. A key focus was the development of a community of early years practitioners,
that was in-line with existing policy drives to enhance the skills and professionalism of the
wider early years workforce. A cornerstone of the programme was its provision of a
collaborative learning environment that is practitioner-focused, and based on a
combination of structured observations and the use of social digital technology such as
twitter and virtual discussion platforms to engender knowledge exchange and dialogue.
The research study
The study was carried out over approximately nine months in 2016, based on a qualitative
design using evaluation questionnaires, group and individual interviews, and online
dialogues. 11 participants were recruited from the first cohort of the ‘outstanding early years
programme’ who embarked on the course in October 2015. All participants were

See National College for Teaching and Leadership (NCTL) (2014) for Teaching Schools Eligibility
Criteria
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/463920/teachingschools-cohort-8-criteria.PDF
2 Sheringham Nursery School was awarded ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted in 2014 http://www.sheringhamnur.org.uk/nursery-school/
1
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professionals currently in practice as early years and reception practitioners, and teachers
from a range of settings including private day nurseries and preschools. The participants were
female, ethnically diverse and ranged in experience from newly qualified to deputy and
senior managers. Their recruitment and engagement in the programme ranged from ‘being
sent’ by a line manager to seeing this as professional and personal development and
requesting the opportunity from their employer.
The overall aim of the study was to undertake an evaluative exploratory research of
Sheringham nursery school’s ‘outstanding early years teaching’ programme and
participants’ experience of professional learning. The objectives were:
To evaluate participants’ perceived impact of the outstanding early years teaching
programme on their professional learning, development and practice
To understand the factors that enable or inhibit participants’ learning and
development
To identify participants’ perceptions and exemplars of pedagogy and professional
learning that constitute quality early years teaching
The research team worked in consultation with course leaders at Sheringham nursery school
to design and scope the study. This is aligned with the principles of a participatory approach
that considers the important role of key stakeholders in guiding the research process and
design. A participatory approach ensures that the study is “fit-for-purpose” in order to
maximise the impact of the research for end-users, in this case, for future cohorts of early
years leaders and practitioners (Ang 2015; Denzin and Lincoln 2005). Working in collaboration
with course leaders, the research team identified specific areas of focus including
participants’ experience of professional learning, and perceived impact of the programme
on their professional development and practice. The research explored participants’ learning
from multiple dimensions in terms of pedagogy, engagement with other learners, and
children’s learning, although given the small sample, it cannot be claimed that these are
representative. The study addressed the following questions:
1. What are participants’ perceived constructs of pedagogy, professional learning, and
leadership that characterise high quality early years practice?
2. What are the perceived direct and indirect impact of the programme on early years
leadership and pedagogical practice, and in what ways can such impact be
evidenced?
3. What can be learned from participants’ experiences on the programme to inform
future professional learning and development?
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4. To what extent is the programme effective in attaining its outcomes and is scalable
across settings?
Existing research on the role of early years professionals
The study was informed by existing research which shows the strong association between
children’s development and the quality of education and care that they receive during their
formative years. There is evidence which shows early years settings, alongside the home
learning environment, can strongly influence educational outcomes, especially for the most
disadvantaged children (Siraj-Blatchford, et al. 2011; Sylva et al. 2004). Early years
practitioners, or teaching professionals who are at the forefront of working with young
children, are key to the delivery of this quality provision (Melhuish 2004; National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) Early Child Care Research Network. ed.
2005; Sylva, et. al (eds.) 2010; Vandell et. al 2010). Competent and well-trained practitioners
with strong knowledge of pedagogy and child development can significantly enhance and
extend children’s learning. The evidence also shows that effective early years leaders who
drive the quality of provision in their settings can make a difference to young children’s
development (Siraj-Blatchford and Hallet, 2014, Sylva et al. 2004). The role of early years
professionals is therefore vital, and the quality of professional learning and development that
they experience is crucial for enhancing their ability and capacity to positively influence
children’s learning. This is recognised by the Nutbrown Review which states: ‘Quality is the key
to that positive impact, and staff with the necessary skills, knowledge and understanding are
a crucial element of that quality’ (2012:5). However, the same review highlights the tensions
within the sector and the challenges for settings to recruit, retain and develop staff with the
requisite skills, knowledge and qualifications. The aim of shifting towards a more professional
workforce in early years is longstanding, worldwide and limited in its success (OECD 2006;
2012). The challenges of gender and social stereotypes, poor pay and conditions, variable
rigour in qualification against economic, social and cultural factors continue to contribute to
variable quality across the sector (Kalitowski 2016; Nutbrown 2012; Peeters 2015; Vincent and
Braun, 2011). Initiatives which address these challenges support the development of a
professional workforce, through the provision of high quality professional development based
on outstanding settings and drawing upon models of best practice (Kalitowski 2016;
Nutbrown 2012; Stoll 2012).

Theoretical framework: pedagogy, professional Learning and leadership
This study is underpinned by a theoretical framework that considers the intersections of three
broad concepts: pedagogy, professional learning, and leadership, in order to understand
the myriad ways in which learning takes place through active participation and interaction
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among a group of early years teaching professionals. The concept of ‘pedagogy’ is defined
here as the ‘act and discourse of teaching’ (Alexander 2004:8) and a social process that is
enacted within a discursive and dialogic space of a learned community (Lave and Wenger
1991; Holland and Lave 2009). The notion of pedagogy then, as a discursive act of learning
and teaching that is enacted by practitioners in their everyday practice, is an integral part of
professional learning. Holland and Lave (2009) examine the use of social practice theory as a
theoretical framework to understand how professionals draw on their relationships with other
people, local practices and contexts to develop their learning as well as challenge their own
practice. Professional learning as conceptualised within this framework, is therefore
conceived as the creation of an interactive and participatory space, in this case, the early
years and school setting, in which the relationships among practitioners, teachers, and the
wider professional community interact with each other to jointly construct knowledge with a
shared goal to enhance practice and their work with young children (Stoll et al, 2006; Stoll
2012). Leadership in this study adopts Nutbrown’s stance that ‘Excellent pedagogical
leadership is vital in improving the quality of provision, and all early years practitioners can
aspire to be pedagogical leaders’ (2012:7). Conceptually underpinning this is the notion of
pedagogical leadership as distinct from other forms of leadership (Male and Palaiologou
2012; Murray and McDowall Clark 2013) and acting as a ‘bridge from research to practice’
(Muijs, et al. 2004:6). Further to this is the related body of research and literature around
school effectiveness and improvement. Whilst this focusses on schools rather than early years,
there remains value in its premise that ‘leadership which is connected to learning develops
teacher’s pedagogic practice’ (Southworth, 2011:73).
Research also shows professional learning has the potential to promote and sustain a quality
early years workforce and is a key enabling factor in enhancing the early childhood
experience. This is aligned with developments in the sector in recent years, where increasing
demands are being placed on the importance of professional development and practice to
enhance early years professionals’ proficiency and capacity to deliver effective teaching
that is based on evidence-informed approaches (Department for Education 2012;
Hargreaves 2010; Brown 2015). Studies have revealed that early years professionals who work
in a range of settings should be empowered to actively participate in professional
development activities and in doing so, exercise autonomy in negotiating their own practice
and professional identities (Anning et al 2006; Osgood 2012; McGillivray 2008); hence the
importance of creating opportunities, time and space for professionals to engage in
professional learning within a supportive learning environment.
The concept of professional learning used in this study recognises the complex, multidimensional, and at times unpredictable aspects of pedagogy, particularly as it occurs in a
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rapidly evolving landscape such as the early years sector. The nexus or intersections between
professional learning and effective pedagogy have come to be seen by researchers as an
important aspect of transformative educational practice, in promoting greater social and
educational equality (Hargreaves 2001; Alexander 2000). Exploring the concept of a ‘selfimproving school system’, Hargreaves (2010) suggests that innovative and leading-edge
pedagogical practices and leadership takes place best within a community or collective
network of schools and settings, in order to shape the conditions essential to creating high
quality, sustainable educational systems (Hargraves 2010; Stoll, 2015). The setting or school in
this context becomes then, a microcosm of society, a social and cultural institution that aids
the development and mobilisation of teachers’ explicit and tacit knowledge, skills and
professional dispositions. To this extent, it is crucial to explore the intersections between
pedagogy, professional learning and leadership to better understand the ways in which
practitioners engage in knowledge exchange and mobilise their intellectual capital.
The study sought to address the question of how do early years practitioners perceive the
impact of an early years teaching programme on their professional development, and in
what ways such an impact can be evidenced and articulated in their everyday practice?
The distinct but inter-related theoretical framing discussed here offers a useful way of
analysing how early years professionals engage in their learning and development not as
isolated activities, but collaboratively across social contexts and settings, in their relationship
with other significant professionals. It is an avenue for understanding how early years
teachers develop their practice both individually and also as part of a group within a nursery
or school community.
Methodology
The study was based on a qualitative design and a ‘process evaluation’ methodological
approach. This involved an exploration of the Outstanding Early Years Teaching programme
as it was delivered over a period of 10 months to understand participants’ experiences and
perceptions of the programme’s effectiveness and potential impact. An interpretive
approach (Gray 2014; Robson 2011) was adopted to examine the common issues and
learnings participants encountered during the programme. The recruitment of the sample
was based on a purposive sampling where participants were selected specifically on their
enrolment in the programme (Gray 2014). All participants were based in Newham, East
London and were employed in a range of early years and preschool settings. Data was
collected over 8 months using a summative evaluation questionnaire, 3 group interviews with
7 participants, and six individual interviews. The study sought to interview each participant
twice during the course of the programme; once during their attendance on the
programme and then in a follow-up interview after a period of 9 weeks from their completion
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of the programme. This time lapse was considered important to allow space for reflection
and any potential change in practice to occur. A standardised schedule was used for the
focus groups and individual interviews (Appendix 1). Participants were asked to reflect on
their perceptions of the programme in general terms and then with specific regards to any
new learning or knowledge they have gained from the sessions, and the potential impact on
their practice.
Beyond the interviews, participants’ engagement with online platforms on twitter and google
forums were also incorporated in the analysis. The focus was on participant discussions of the
topical issues for each session and their perceptions of how the programme has influenced
their teaching and practice. Dialogue threads from the group’s twitter account were
retrieved and included as part of the analysis. In addition, semi-structured interviews were
also conducted with the programme facilitator and head teacher, who played key roles in
supporting the delivery of the programme and participants’ engagement.

Data analysis
Apart from one interview where narrative notes were taken, all interviews were digitally
recorded. In all cases, additional field notes were taken to verify the data. Each focus group
interview took around 40 minutes and each individual interviews 30 minutes The data analysis
drew on the literature review and theoretical framework as a guide to create a set of initial
codes. The transcripts were then coded according to a preliminary set of codes and
categorised according to emerging themes using interpretive analysis. The codes were
refined through the data analysis process. All transcripts were coded twice independently to
ensure inter-reliability. An iterative process of analysing and interrogating the data in relation
to the research questions, theoretical concepts and analytic framework were carried out to
establish patterns and key themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Limitations
The research was undertaken in approximately nine months and was limited in scope by the
time and resources available. As such, it does not purport to offer a definitive study of the
topic area. Of an original fifteen participants, eleven were engaged at the point the study
began, and gave written consent. Subsequently, second round interviews were planned to
capture reflections and longer term perspectives from participants. However, despite many
attempts to make contact, the constraints of participant availability and their roles and
responsibilities reduced the second interview to a representative small sample of three from
the original set. This small sample size is a limitation of the study. The agreed scope of the
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study omitted child outcomes. This limits the study in its reporting of actual impact of the
programme on practice leading to improved outcomes for children.

Ethical considerations
Participation in the study was entirely voluntary. Informed consent was sought from all
interviewees with a guarantee of confidentiality and anonymity. Prior to the start of the data
collection, the purpose of the study, participants’ consent as well as rights to withdraw at any
stage of the study were verbally reinforced by the researcher. Openness and respect for
participants’ rights and interests were maintained throughout the data collection process.
The research team solicited ongoing consent from participants and emphasised that the
focus of the study is on the programme, its effectiveness and potential impact, rather than
the performance of participants. During the data analysis, all participants were assigned an
anonymous identifier and all names used in this report are pseudonyms. The research was
formally approved by the UCL Institute of Education Research Ethics Committee and guided
by the British Education Research Association (BERA) ethical code of conduct.

Findings: Key Themes
The findings were categorised according to five main themes outlined in this section and
evidenced by participant responses, with corroborating data from the evaluation
questionnaires and online dialogues. The data supports the extant research that professional
learning is a situated concept that takes place best among a community of practitioners. In
addition, the findings show how participation in a shared learning space was important in
shaping the early years teachers’ understanding of pedagogy, and more importantly, their
use of different pedagogical tools to promote and support children’s learning. Significantly,
the findings also showed that participants are active agents and inquirers in their own
professional learning, as opposed to passive recipients in the learning process.

Theme 1 Pedagogical tools to promote and extend children’s learning
‘The children were being more engaged as we are able to plan activities that
follow their interests.’

All participants welcomed the outstanding early years programme as a development
opportunity to enhance their understanding of promoting and extending children’s learning.
The use of observations - in terms of child and peer observation - as a pedagogical tool to
support children’s learning was highlighted as particularly useful. For example, Michelle(all
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names are pseudonyms) stated: ‘I’ve tried different observation formats with my team. That
has worked and we still use it.’ Similarly, a second participant reported, ‘What I also took from
that (visit) was also their observation formats. They’ve adapted the (learning) characteristics
to their own format and I’ve also used that in school. That is helpful.’; a result of which ‘The
children were being more engaged as we are able to plan activities that follow their
interests.’ (Kelly). Poonimar also reported that she ‘liked [the] idea of three-way peer
observations’ as this provided a focus for her own pedagogy in supporting children’s
learning.
The findings also showed practitioners’ perceptions of effective pedagogical tools to support
children’s learning such as planning and observation formats. Many participants mentioned
that being on the programme made them more aware of their role in engaging children’s
learning, as opposed to just planning activities and the organising the contents of what they
would be teaching. One participant talked about revising her setting’s planning format to
better engage children’s interests: ‘I’ve also changed my planning format. We are planning
on a daily basis now, the children being more engaged as we are able to plan activities that
follow their interests.’ This heightened awareness of promoting children’s learning also
enabled pedagogical strategies to be explored in further depth. For instance, Kelly
highlighted the importance of using the enquiry process and carefully scaffold questions to
extend learning, ‘Being careful about how we question children, thinking about all of those
things. It’s not about what they know but what they are learning.’ Mary mentioned the
importance of the quality of interaction and quality of talk to enhance children’s
development. Importantly, the complexities and at times difficulties in supporting children’s
learning were also acknowledged by participants as something that was promoted by their
participating in the programme. As Sharon reported, ‘something that brought to my
attention, was how hard it is to extend children’s learning… gauging when that child is
ready… taking those opportunities to extend children’s learning.”

Theme 2

Shared and purposeful learning across settings

‘I’ve always enjoyed visiting other setting. But this time it’s different…you are going in with
a focus and being specific [about] what you are looking for’

The willingness to engage in shared and purposeful learning, and respect different types of
teaching expertise as early years professionals is an overriding theme that emerged from the
data. All participants emphasised the value of learning from each other through the setting
visits, and collective engagement in purposeful learning through dialogues and observing
each other’s practice. Tasneem highlighted: ‘I’ve always enjoyed visiting other settings

10

during my first year. But this time it’s different because you are going with a group of people
and you are going in with a focus and you’re being very specific what you are looking for,
and it has that reading involved as well.’ She further added that compared to her initial
teacher education early years training, the outstanding teaching programme was especially
insightful in building her knowledge about the curriculum, ‘this focus on the course really
helped my subject knowledge, sharing my experiences with everyone.’ Michelle reinforced a
similar view:
‘I think this has been such a good benefit of coming onto this group because you
don’t get opportunities to go and visit other schools. However, visiting these schools it
has a purpose, so you’re not just coming to visit, you are coming with a purpose which
I think has been a good highlight for myself.’
All participants demonstrated a clear commitment to engaging in shared learning and
developing a culture of ‘continuous improvement’ in their daily practice. They valued the
opportunity to participate in a communal space of shared learning (Stoll, 2015) to
understand how settings differed in their provision or were similar to other providers. Several
participants highlighted they found the benefits of shared and purposeful learning, even
when pedagogical practices and structures varied considerably from setting to setting and
from team to team, such as between a day nursery and primary school. For another
participant, a nursery teacher in a primary school, learning with other practitioners enabled
her to evaluate the contrasting approaches to children’s learning in a school and nursery
setting, and this has in turned prompted her to consider taking a different approach to her
practice, crucially, managing the pace of children’s learning:

‘I think for me, I liked the pace of the learning. It seems much slower than what I am
used to. Being part of a primary school, you feel like it is a bit like a machine
sometimes. You know, you’ve got your topics laid out, you’ve got different days that
you have to do to tie in with the rest of the school. We only get our children for 3 hours
a day with two sessions, so you can feel like you’re in a bit of a rush to get everything
done. But seeing how children in the [nursery] setting, there is no big rush to finish that
day, they are able to revisit it. That is quite an eye opener for me and I thought well,
that is what I’m going to try to do a bit more of, definitely slow it right down.’
This communal space of shared learning encountered by the participants on the
programme - particularly when they undertake the role of “observers of practice” as they
visit other settings - was raised as an important element of the programme. A participant
highlighted, ‘The ten- minute observations [name of setting] use are a great way to observe
and reflect’ (twitter). The analysis showed that shared and purposeful learning has the
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potential of not only contributing to the development of a ‘community of practice’ but has a
powerful influence in enabling practitioners to exercise their agency in shaping their own
pedagogy and each other’s tacit understandings of how children learn.

Theme 3

Reflective Practice

‘Think about what you are doing and reflect on what you are doing, that’s the important
thing. Also the willingness to experiment and take risks, and having the confidence to do
that.’

‘Opportunities to reflect on practice and to visit a range of settings’ (Mary) were key aspects
highlighted by participants as being particularly valuable. The participant responses
indicated that a valuable aspect of the programme was the opportunity to enhance their
own professional development through reflection. A core-content of the programme is an
expectation that participants engage in reflective activities of their own practice, through an
allocated personal reflective space at the end of each session. All participants interviewed
felt strongly that engaging in ‘reflective practice’, by thinking about and evaluating their
practice were springboards for their professional development and that this in turn had
enhanced their confidence as practitioners and to a lesser degree leaders. When asked
about the impact of the programme on their practice, two participants highlighted
respectively, ‘Think about what you are doing and reflect on what you are doing, that’s the
important thing.’ (Michelle); and ‘It’s like you know these things but it’s good to step back
and think about it.” (Sharon).
Several practitioners reported that they incorporated a level of reflection into their practice
which they felt supported their work in enhancing children’s learning and development. A
deputy manager, highlighted the ability to reflect as something she has found particularly
useful and which she has continued to draw on in her practice and how this has enhanced
her confident, ‘Ability to reflect more and not afraid to have a go, confidence to try new
things and reflect and just not take for granted.’ Another participant described it as ‘thinking
about your practice in a deep kind of way… it makes you think ‘I do want to explore and
understand a bit more, ... thinking about teaching.’ From the questionnaire responses,
teachers mentioned appreciating having time set aside for reflection with Mary noting
‘essentially the key was opportunities to reflect on practice’. Grace, a nursery class teacher
found the programme ‘extremely beneficial in making me reflect on my own practice.’ In
her evaluation, she expanded saying ‘Makes my own reflection on each area “deep level”.’
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Theme 4

Twitter and virtual learning as an enabler and inhibitor

‘Really enjoyed twitter’: ‘My challenge has been twitter’

A key aspect of the programme is the use of twitter and other virtual platforms (google
groups) as a medium for enhancing participants’ learning. However, the responses to this are
mixed. The findings suggest that while some participants welcomed the use of twitter and
appreciated the flexibility of virtual learning as an enabler in their learning, others were more
ambivalent or reticent. Kelly reported, ‘really enjoyed twitter. Opportunity to do something
new and still follow odd bits and pieces. Useful in that sense.’ and noting in the evaluation
questionnaire, she found the twitter group ‘useful for sharing ideas and viewpoints on early
years teaching.’ However, the perceived benefits of using twitter as a learning tool was not
universal among the group. The engagement with twitter was limited and whilst key
individuals were regular participants, actively contributing, more were intermittent or passive
in their engagement.
In the follow up interviews, there were comments about going online but not being quick
enough to engage in the actual conversation. While recognising the merits of twitter in
keeping the session current for learners, Poonimar also raised the issue of providing technical
support for participants in managing the technology, ‘Perhaps during the first session have
some time to help set people up on twitter as many struggled.’ Some individuals expressed
frustration in not being able to engage effectively with twitter. For instance, Sharon seemed
more ambivalent in that while recognising the twitter sessions as being beneficial, she also
acknowledged that the issue of timing and fitting in her busy schedule made it problematic,
‘For me, the challenge has been the twitter session. I’m busy with my work and also with
young children. It’s not that I don’t want to get onto twitter. Twitter for me has been the most
problematic. A couple of practitioners felt strongly about challenges in using twitter and the
often painful process of learning a new online tool. One participant felt that twitter was an
inhibitor to her learning ‘My challenge has been twitter, it’s a nightmare, a bugbear of the
whole thing.’ Similarly, Rahema reported, ‘Yes, that has been difficult, timing is tricky. Some
people are comfortable but some people are not used to it… but the technology… think
about some other strategy for doing it but for me it’s about the time.’ It was evident twitter
did not appeal to everyone and finding ways of encouraging participants to be involved in
virtual learning can be difficult.
Despite this mixed response to introducing twitter as tool for professional learning, it
encouraged interactions between the participants and other early years professionals who
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found the twitter space. This suggests that its use, whilst initially challenging, has the potential
to contribute to the ongoing professional learning through the development of a learning
community across and beyond participants of this particular programme.

Theme 5 Perceived impact on practice and leadership
‘The Outstanding Early Years course had many impacts, and underpinning
it was observing, reading and reflecting, a successful triage.’

A notable evidence that emerged from the findings is that of participants’ acquired
knowledge and learning from the programme and their perceived impact on practice.
Several participants shared their enthusiasm and excitement in the programme that has
changed and influenced their practice. A participant stated, ‘The Outstanding Early Years
course had many impacts, and underpinning it was observing, reading and reflecting, a
successful triage.’ For one, the impact on practice translated to a tangible output in
enhancing children’s learning in mathematics education based on a woodwork project in
the building of a wooden house. She explained:
Maths is one of my least favourite subjects. So I really wanted to go there to get
something out of it. All the literature in the books that they gave us I have been using
which have really helped me in my confidence. The biggest thing there was the
house. We do woodwork in our school. They have actually built a house from scratch.
I took on the project in school. I took it back to SLT, they were all for it, gave me
money, told me get on with it and I have. The children and myself have involved
dads, a few mums came along too, our caretakers helped. And today we’ve actually
built the house, and yesterday they were painting it. it’s about 5 ft by 3 ft. It’s be seen
a long project, but it’s been so good, the children, everyday they’ve been learning -.
‘can we do the house today, can we do the house today’. So eager, so willing…. The
mathematics that have come out of it, the cooperation that have come out of it. The
children so eager. The learning has just been endless.’ (Michelle)
This participant was clearly energised by the knowledge she gained from visiting other
settings and the opportunity to exercise autonomy in applying the learning to her practice.
Another participant likewise highlighted in the evaluation questionnaire the impact of the
programme on enhancing her delivery of the curriculum, ‘I have been able to implement
more outstanding practice in my setting, and stretch my own thinking and ideas on how
children can best access the curriculum.’
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Tasneem highlighted the area of ‘characteristics of effective learning’ as being particularly
useful in helping her focus on key aspects of her practice and enhance her critical thinking
skills. This has re-shaped her understanding of the way children learn and develop as being
complex and non-hierarchical. She explained:
‘So the focus was on characteristics of effective learning. I think what I learnt was, and
I learnt this throughout the course actually, was how to tune-in to one thing and really
notice it, and then think about whether you see that in your provision and if not then
what can you do to ensure that that is happening in your provision.
So when I went in with the focus on characteristics of effective learning, I noticed a lot
of critical thinking going on and that really made me think about what we doing here
for critical thinking. … I took away a lot of the activities that took place that day and
re-enacted that in our setting. So I think I gained more of an appreciation for
characteristics of effective learning and deeper understanding what each of the
different areas of learning and that it is not a hierarchy… there is no strict order.
Several months later, the perceived impact on practice was in evidence with
participants in the follow-up interviews which revealed specific changes made to their
setting as a result of the programme. These included changes to planning formats,
resources and risk taking, as well as research-informed practice. When asked the question
about impact on practice and what new knowledge or learning she will continue to build
on in the longer term, a participant raised the issue of research-based practice: ‘I think it
is the whole idea of research-based practice, and spreading that out amongst the team
and explaining about research to other members of staff – this is what we are going to
know and why.’
An important evidence that emerged is not just about the participants’ perceived impact on
their practice but the impact on their leadership in initiating change and developing new
ways of perceiving their role as early years leaders. When asked the question of what impact
the programme has made on her understanding of leadership, a participant highlighted her
increased awareness of being a woman leader in education:

‘That is an interesting question that I have been thinking a lot lately as well. A lot of the
people that I met when I went on the course and networked with who are leaders, I
really got the opportunity to see the sort of changes that were taking in the nurseries.
One particular nursery stood out. I went there and saw how their leadership was
pioneering in their work with the families, and literacy and communities in the area. I
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think for me that really stood out, like a light bulb moment. As a result, I am now doing
the SENCO course …I am also hoping to get some mentoring and coaching done by
a woman leader. Basically the DfE are really encouraging women leaders in
education. And I really taken an interest in that. Women leaders in education who
can coach me to develop myself as a leader.’
In addition, the participant also shared her experience of being motivated by the
programme to focus on her practice as an early years leader:
‘For me it gave me a lot more structure and a lot more direction in how I want to
change the setting, how I want to improve the setting. Sometimes as leaders we just
need a little bit of a push to remember why we are in education. And maybe look at
things that we overlook occasionally. This really drew my attention to certain areas of
learning, and the fact that it was month after month on a focus that really helped.
What is evident from the findings in regards to perceived impact is participants’ willingness to
engage in leadership activities to enhance children’s learning, and also their pro-activeness
in shaping and at times leading change in their setting’s practices.
Implications
This study aimed to examine a group of early years professionals’ experience of engaging in
a professional development programme that was geared towards enhancing their
pedagogy and developing their leadership in delivering effective early years teaching.
The findings indicated the ‘outstanding early years teaching’ programme is a model of
professional development that is worth sustaining as a means of promoting both individual
and collective professional learning. The research showed the professional learning journey
that evolved for this group of practitioners came from being part of a collegial learning
community, and the potential for this to enhance their development and practice. The
findings reveal the benefits that participants felt they gained from the social and professional
interactions supported by the programme, and the opportunities to develop collegial
connections with other practitioners. There is clear evidence of participants sharing ideas,
learning from each other, and putting some of their learning into changing or at least
informing their classroom and setting practices. The agency exercised by several
practitioners to engender collegial working to collectively develop pedagogical strategies to
improve their practice is also evident.
An established body of research shows the importance of continued professional
development through the establishing of learning communities where groups of practitioners
and teachers come together to collaborate and improve their practice to support children’s
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education and development (DuFour 2004; Schleicher 2012). All participants on the
programme highlighted their appreciation of having the opportunity to visit and observe
settings that are distinct from their own, and to learn about the realities of other different
early childhood settings. This echoes existing literature identifying features of effective
professional learning (Nutbrown 2012; Stoll 2012).
The space for reflective practice to occur is an important aspect of the programme, valued
by all practitioners. Research on practitioners’ professional development has identified
‘critical reflection’ as being essential for professional learning experiences to impact on
practice (Edwards and Nuttal 2009; Mitchell and Cubey 2003). The very process of reflection
enables practitioners to understand how they can have an impact on children’s learning
and provides them with evidence of their own pedagogical awareness and maturing role in
the setting. This highlights the importance of settings to embed ‘a system for reflection’,
which supports individuals and teams in reviewing the way they work, their values and
interactions with the children (Bruce 2006; Robins and Callan 2006). From the findings, it
would seem having the space to reflect on targeted aspects of pedagogy identified by the
programme, such as literacy, mathematics and characteristics of effective learning, has
raised self-awareness and confidence among participants to ‘take risks’ (participants one
and two) and to challenge their own practice. In addition, course facilitators who provide
strong leadership in ensuring appropriate support throughout the reflection process and
indeed programme, is an important condition for successful professional learning to occur.
Practitioners faced challenges in sustaining their engagement during the programme.
Constraints of time, workloads and other competing demands often got in the way in
participants’ engagement in the programme. Out of the 15 participants, only 7
demonstrated regular attendance and engagement throughout the course. An implication
of this is that more proactive measures could be taken to enable participants to find “release
time” away from regular duties for practitioners to participate in the course activities and
engage in meaningful learning. An important consideration is also for facilitators to step in
where necessary to support participants who are struggling to commit to their learning, so
that work schedules can be adjusted to help participants sustain their engagement in
professional learning and development. The mixed responses towards the uptake of twitter
as a virtual learning tool did not inhibit the success of the programme but required closer
attention when planning how best to deliver professional learning that is responsive to the
needs of a diverse group of learners. One strategy could be to establish a mentoring system
to better prepare future cohorts of participants in getting acquainted with using social media
such as twitter, and also with the programme and its expectations. In this way, new
participants could enlist the support of previous participants who may be more experienced
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with the tool in maximising the value of virtual learning platforms. In addition, a mentoring
system would be useful as a longer-term strategy in providing a cross-setting support network
for practitioners’ professional development.
The pedagogical leadership element of the programme may need further development. It
was considered by the developers to be an important part of the programme, and was
modelled through the organisation and leadership of facilitators and in the outstanding
settings that hosted visits for participants. Participants, however, were less forthcoming about
this aspect of the programme. This finding resonates with previous research highlighting the
reluctance of early years practitioners to identify themselves as leaders (McGillivray, 2008).
Analysis of responses suggested participants equated designated roles, responsibilities and
job titles with being a leader. Some aspired to leadership and again this was linked to
specific roles, with the programme acting as a catalyst for career development through
further studying (participants six and seven). Aspects of leadership within practice were
possibly implicit in some responses such as the ‘sharing of what I have learnt with the team’
(participant four). Increasing confidence in leadership roles such as mentoring apprentices,
leading a team within a larger management structure and a personal belief that their skills
and knowledge had improved were reported endorsing ‘effective professional learning
promotes the development of leadership capacity at all levels’ (Stoll 2012:8). It might be
helpful to include leadership of change in future iterations of the programme (Stoll and
Brown, 2015).
Recommendations
In the light of the findings and existing literature, a number of recommendations could be
drawn:
1. Establish a shared network of professional development across settings to engender
collegiality and create an effective vehicle for improving practice
2. Sustain a professional community to enable early years practitioners to exercise their
agency in shaping their own pedagogy and also that of others, in order to enhance
their collective tacit understandings of how children learn
3. Establish a mentoring system to provide a cross-setting support network for
practitioners’ professional development, including support for the use of online
platforms such as twitter.
4. Ensure a well-structured and supportive environment with a clear focus on distinct
aspects of pedagogy as an important feature for successful professional
development
5. Continue to build strategic partnerships with other early years settings and preschools
as a key enhancer to improving professional learning and development

18

6. Offer a local and tailored opportunity of high quality professional learning. This can
provide career progression and potentially impact on the outcomes for children.
7. Promote and sustain a professional learning programme that builds on the synergies
between early years pedagogy and leadership practice.
Conclusion
The focus of this study has been on practitioners’ perceptions of their professional learning
and the impact that a professional development programme has had on their pedagogy
and development. The idea of practitioners working together to share knowledge about
each other’s pedagogical practices, the impact on children’s learning, and documentation
of their own professional development offers a way forward in offering a critical space for
innovation, practice and research. The study addressed four research questions:
1. What are participants’ perceived constructs of pedagogy, professional learning, and
leadership that characterise high quality early years practice?
2. What are the perceived direct and indirect impact of the programme on early years
leadership and pedagogical practice, and in what ways can such impact be
evidenced?
3. What can be learned from participants’ experiences on the programme to inform
future professional learning and development?
4. To what extent is the programme effective in attaining its outcomes and is scalable
across settings?
The findings indicated participants’ knowledge and understanding of pedagogy and
professional learning were developed over the timespan and that the opportunities to
discuss and reflect within a ‘safe space’ empowered and supported their development.
Data from this study supports the impact on practice that the development of a professional
learning community with time for reflection and focussed observation of outstanding settings.
That impact is grounded in participants’ perceptions and changes made to their planning,
resourcing and approaches. The programme structure allowed practitioners to discuss
practical changes to resourcing and planning through reflections at the end of sessions,
subsequently via twitter and through responses to interview questions and evaluations. Some
of these changes were potentially transformational with new ways of understanding
children’s interests, risk and disseminating to colleagues affecting settings beyond the
individual participant.
Pedagogical leadership has gained ground recently within early years literature and
practice in response to the Nutbrown review (2012) and through the development of the
National Professional Qualification for Integrated Centre Leadership (NPQICL). Such national
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programmes are to be welcomed but the economic and social factors affecting the early
years workforce prevent many from accessing these opportunities. The local and tailored
opportunity of high quality professional learning provides career progression and can
potentially impact on the outcomes for children. The profile of participants and the reasons
they articulated for participating on this programme suggest that the Teaching School
approach to recruitment and network of schools was enabling for many. The construction,
facilitation and content of the programme made explicit links between theory and practice
following the pedagogical leadership model (Muijs et al. 2004). This programme was
perceived as successful by participants who were enthusiastic in articulating the impact they
felt it had on their practice. Including children’s outcomes would complete the circle and
directly link the aspiration of effective pedagogical leadership and professional learning to
the aim of great professional development: impact on children through improved well-being,
learning and achievement.
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Appendix 1: interview schedules
Interview Schedule for
Paired/Group Interviews
Introductory questions:
1. Please tell me something about yourself and your current role in the setting.
2. What reasons led you to join the outstanding Early Years Teaching programme?
Main questions
3. What did you think of the session today?
Prompts: any part of the session that struck you as particularly interesting or thoughtprovoking? Any part of the session you particularly enjoyed?
4. What there anything that surprised you about the session today? What elements
surprised you?
5. The focus of the session was on ‘Communication and language’. Have you had any
professional development training in this area before?
6. What have you learnt from the session today? (focus here is on learning)
Prompt: In what ways has the session influenced your understanding about children’s
learning and development? Can you give some examples?
7. What new learning or knowledge will you use from the session today? (focus here is
on application of learning)
Prompt: How might you apply what you have learnt from the session today?
8. What impact on your practice might you expect from this new knowledge?/Is there
anything you are planning to try out/use/adapt?
9. Was there anything that you found particularly useful from the session in terms of your
own professional learning and development?
10. Was there anything that you found particularly challenged your thinking?
11. Was there any part of the session today that you felt could be improved on?
12. Have you been sharing what you have learnt with anyone back at school? Probes:
Who? Eg headteacher, SLT, individual colleagues, whole staff. What was the
response?
13. Have you applied/used anything new in your practice that you have gained from
previous sessions/made any changes in your setting as a result of attending the
programme so far?
- How did that go? Probes – what worked well? What helped you? What was
challenging/difficult? What hindered you? Did you need any support? If yes, did
you get it? How has it influenced your role and work as a leader?
14. What changes have you noticed as a result of having attended the
programme so far?
15. Is there anything else you would like to share about the programme or the session
today?
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Interview Schedule
Follow-up interviews
(Approx. 15 wks after final session)
Questions:
1. It has been a few months since the completion of the programme in July. Do you
have any new thoughts or reflections about the programme?
Prompt: Have your thoughts about the programme changed since our last meeting?
2. How are you applying the knowledge and skills you have learnt?
Prompt: Do you feel the programme has been instrumental to your practice
3. What new learning or knowledge will you continue to build on in the longer term?
Prompt: Have you noticed significant changes in your practice? can you give a
couple of examples of what you have learnt and the knowledge you gained?
4. A key aspect of the programme is to develop your role as an early years leaders.
What impact has the programme made on your understanding of leadership and
your role as a leader?
Prompt: Was the programme useful in helping you develop your role as a leader?
If so, how? What was most helpful?
5.

What support do you think is required to enable you to make the best use of what
you have learnt/gained in a programme like this? Prompt? From your
headteacher? From others?

6. What would you say to other (potential) early years leaders who are considering
whether to participate in the programme?
Prompt: would you recommend other practitioners to participate in the
programme? Why/why not?
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