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Introduction

Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage, National Literacy Strategy and
learning through play

Many early years praetitioners find it difficult to reconcile the Early learning goals of the
foundation stage and the objectives of the National Literacy Strategy (DfEE 1998). The
philosophy of learning through play is emphasised in Curriculum guidance for the foundation
stage (DfEE 2000) and rightly so - it is beyend question that young children leam both more,
and more effeetively, through involvement in activities that are enjoyable, fun, and contain an
element of play. The National Literacy Strategy (NLS) document outlines its objectives
without touching on this in any depth and the practitioner may perhaps feel that it is a sterile
document in terms of addressing the concept of leaming through play. But the two documents
aren't mutually exc1usive and they can live alongside each other fairly well, since many of the
NLS objectives do actually tie in with the Early learning goals.

For example:

Early learning goals from Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage,
Communication, language and literacy:

• Enjoy listening to and using spoken and written language, and readily turn to it in their play
and learning.

• Use language to imagine and recreate roles and experiences.
• Hear and say initial and final sounds in words, and short vowel sounds within words.

Objectives from the National Literacy Strategy (YR):

• To use a variety of cues when reading: knowledge of the story and its context, and
awareness of how it should make sense grammatically.

• To use knowledge of familiar texts to re-enact or retell to others, recounting the main points
in the correet sequence.

• To hear and identify initial sounds in words.

james, Leanne, Daniel and Melanie share with the practitioner Kipper': Birthday by Mick
Inkpen (Hodder Children's Books 1994). Melanie looks at the author's name on the cover and
says 'That's "M" like "Melanie".' The practitioner reads the story, pausing occasionally to let
the children guess the next word, or what might happen next, Later the children role-play in
the Horne Corner and plan a birthday party; They talk about how to go about it, then 'write'
invitations and 'make' a cake, before having the party itself. In this scenario, all the foundation
stage goals and NLS objectives listed above have been achieved.

Advisers and inspeetors are recommending that early years practitioners give priority to the
Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage in their setting, so the children should not lose



2 Learning through fiction

out on either the stepping stones or the leaming through play philosophy. As long as you plan
your activities within the framework of Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage, you
will still be addressing many of the NLS objectives when targeting the Early learning goals.

Some professionals working at the foundation stage, however, feel pressurised to teach
towards the goals themselves, and are concemed that the stepping stones become overlooked.
It is crucial that each child works at an appropriate level and is not pushed ahead too soon
towards future outcomes. As professionals, therefore, we need to stand firm in our approach
to working with all children at their own level, in their own time. By recording their
achievements and showing why they are working on the current stepping stone, we will be able
to illustrate the positive reasons for doing this.

Planned activities and appropriate intervention

A second debate to come out of the Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage is the
principle it promotes of 'activities planned by adults' and 'appropriate intervention' to help the
children in their learning (DfEE 2000: 11). Some practitioners feel that children should be left
to leam through play, without any intervention by adults, while others may find themselves
heavily directing the children's activities in order to highlight a learning point,

Most practitioners, though, would agree that the ideal is a balance between these two and
the skill comes in knowing when and how to intervene, to maximise the children's learning
opportunity. Leaving children to play freely in the belief that they will eventually leam the
targeted skill or concept through discovery, assumes that leaming is a sort of process of
osmosis by which knowledge is automatically absorbed. This takes learning through play to a
questionable extreme and will end up throwing the baby out with the bathwater - a child can
play freely all day long without actually coming around to the leaming point that the
practitioner is aiming for. On the other hand, intervention can easily become interference - it
can stifte children's exuberance and enthusiasm for the activity, because their curiosity and
creativity are hampered by too much direction from the adult. This will never lead to effective
leaming. The practitioner needs to be sensitive as to when and how to intervene in the
children's play, to help them discover the leaming point,

In her book Understanding Cbildren's Play (Nelson Thomes 2001), Jennie Lindon outlines
the different roles that the professional plays when interacting with the child, including, for
example, play companion, model, mediator, facilitator, observer-Iearner, etc. If you come to
recognise which of these roles is appropriate to adopt in a given situation, you will go a long
way to making sure children's learning is positive and successful, and fun. The skill lies in
ensuring that structure and intervention are there in your planning, which in turn allow the
children to determine the nature of the play.

Working towards Iiteracy

When working to develop children's literacy skills, we need to bear in mind that literacy is not
confined to reading and writing. All aspects of language as a whole, including speaking,
listening, comprehension, expression and conversational skills, are crucial components of
literacy. Without language, literacy skills can't be leamt. Speaking and listening feature largely
in the Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage and so are acknowledged as the
fundamental basis of the acquisition of literacy skills. While self-analysis and consideration of
others' opinions are featured as objectives at a later stage of the National Literacy Strategy,
children in the early years need to be introduced to these concepts. Paying attention to and
taking account of others' views is part of the foundation stage work. Very young children have
differing opinions as much as adults and older children, and they need to realise that opinions
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which are different from their own deserve to be respected and valued.
The reverse of this coin is that they should be able to develop the confidence to express their

own opinion in the knowledge that it will be seen as a valuable contribution to the discussions
held by the whole group. They must know that even if their opinion is different from others',
it is a valid one and will be welcomed by everyone as an alternative view.

Imaginative play, creativity and role-play are also important elements in language
development, and therefore in acquiring literacy skills. If we enable children to explore and
play in imaginative situations, their ability to understand and enjoy fiction will be enhanced,
as will their own creative literary abilities. Fiction and stories are, after a11, only a different
medium for expressing the creative play that goes on in every early years Home Corner!

Literacy (and language), as such, is not an isolated bubble or a 'subject' of the curriculum
to be taught at specific times of the day. It cuts across every area of learning and is part of
everything we do. While it is convenient for the sake of record keeping and planning to talk
about 'Literacy', it's really something that can't be pigeon-holed or put onto a form with tick­
boxes to record when we have 'done' it, It permeates every part of leaming: reading the labels
on maths equipment together may happen during a maths session, but it's stililiteracy; writing
captions on the bottom of a painting links art and literacy.

So it soon becomes dear how using play, games and fun activities are ways we can approach
literacy, enabling the children to develop the ski11s they need.

Who is this book for?

I hope that a11 early years practitioners will find something useful in this book and by 'all prac­
titioners', I mean professionals who work in any capacity within the field of early years
education. I have tried to use 'neutral' language in the book, i.e. not school-based terms, since
the education of early years children takes place in many settings other than schools or nom­
inated educational establishments. Although I have explored some of the issues involved in the
Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage/National Literacy Strategy debate, this is not to
say the implications are only for schools. I would argue that they affect everyone providing
education for young children and so the issues are just as relevant to non-school settings.

But aside from this, I hope that the book will be useful to practitioners because of the
practical nature of the ideas and suggestions. The activities can be done either within the
framework of a session aiming for one of the official curriculum targets, or as a non­
curriculum session with the setting's own aims in view. Of course, the activities are only
suggestions, and practitioners could easily adapt or change them to suit their own situation.

What's in the book?

This book explores a variety of fiction texts and how they can be used as the basis of activities
that are fun and contain an element of play, yet still have a literacy ski11 as the target. There
are new tides and dassics, old favourites and traditional stories induded in the book. I make
no apology for using some of the old favourites since there are always new practitioners and
new children entering early years settings, who will discover these delightful stories for the first
time. The veterans of the game will know that the children who are familiar with the texts
never tire of hearing them over and over again, often knowing the stories word for word!

There are two observation and assessment sections at the end of the book to give the
practitioner an idea of what to look for when children are working to acquire specific ski11s.
These sections are by no means exhaustive and practitioners can 'pick and mix' the elements
that are most useful to them, adding anything that they may feel needs to be included. I can't
stress enough the importance of observation as a tool for assessment, since so much can be
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gathered of a ehild's aehievements, progress and performance by this simple but extremely
effective practice. The stepping stones in the Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage ean
also provide a useful guide to the child's achievements, particularly as the colour bands help
to put the stepping stones into an age-related context. But we need to remember that they are
just that - a guide to the child's progress en route to the Early learning goals - and not be
tempted to use them as an assessment or teaching tool as such.

There are also some photocopiable pages which are linked in with the activities. They are
not worksheets to be given to the ehildren to 'do', but are a resource to save the praetitioner
preparation time. They must be used by the adult and the ehildren working together on the
activity, in a fun way without pressure.

What's in a chapter?

Each ehapter follows the same format:

• Featured text - the title, author and edition used.
• Story synopsis - abrief outline of the story.
• Early learning goals from Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage, which are relevant

to the chapter's focus.
• Objectives from the National Literacy Strategy, which link in with the Early learning goals.
• Materials needed - everything needed to do the session and activities.
• Optional materials for other activities - a list of resources needed for the other structured

play activities.
• Preparation - details of what needs to be done beforehand. This often includes something

like Make a set of picture matehing cards using Photocopiable Sheet 5. The most effective
way of doing this is to photocopy the sheet, stick it onto card and when the glue is dry, cut
the sheet into the individual cards. You might like to ask the children to colour those cards
that have pictures. You eould laminate the eards for future use and to protect against
everyday wear and tear.

• Introducing the text - for you as the practitioner either with everyone together or in groups,
as you require. Although this section has been scripted, this is for guidance only and
naturally you should present the material in your own 'style'. There may be questions asked
and issues explored in this section whieh you feel aren't appropriate for your children's
aehievement level. The flexibility of the session means that you can 'pick and mix' those
bits that are relevant to your own situation, leaving out what you don't want, or exploring
further something that may be looked ar in less detail than you'd like. (Note: There may be
times when you prefer to explore a text together over several sessions and therefore you
might use only apart of this section each time.)

• Focus activities - these can be done in whichever way you prefer, e.g. adult-led, in groups,
independent, child-selected, etc, They have been designed to cater for different achievement
levels and obviously you should 'pick and mix' as you require. You could adapt, add to or
ignore them according to your own setting's needs. Some of the games have a competitive
element in them, for example by winning tokens or avoiding 'elimination'. These can be
adapted, if you prefer, to leave out that element of the game, in which case the children's
satisfaction at their own achievement is the outcome of the activity.

• Other structured play activities - suggestions for other things to do as an 'optional extra'.
They bring in wider aspects of Early learning goals and the NLS objectives, beyond the
ehapter's main foeus. Some of the activities are eompetitive but, as mentioned above, you
ean adapt them to leave out this element if you prefer.

• Related photocopiable sheets.



CHAPTER 1

Dogger
by Shirley Hughes (Red Fox 1993)

Story synopsis

Dave loses his favourite tov,

Dogger, and is ext reme ly

miserable. When he sees

Dogger for sale at the Schoo l

Summer Fair, everyt hing seems

10 be fine again, unti l Dogger is

sold to someone else before

Dave rnanages to get the rnoney.

Dave is distraught, but his sister,
Bell a, finall v cornes to the
rescue and everything lurns out

we il.

Early learning goals from Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage,
Communication, language and literacy:

• Interaet with others, negotiating plans and aetivities and taking turns in conversation.
• Enjoy listening to and using spoken and written language, and readily turn to it in their play

and learning.
• Sustain attentive listening, responding to what they have heard by relevant comments,

questions or actions.
• Use language to imagine and recreate roles and experiences.

Objectives from the National Literacy Strategy (YR):

• To use a variety of cues when reading: knowledge of the story and its context, and
awareness of how it should make sense grammatically.

• To use knowledge of familiar texts to re-enaet or retell to others, recounting the main points
in the correet sequence.

• To hear and identify initial sounds in words.

Materials needed

• Dogger by Shirley Hughes (Red Fox 1993), if possible use a Big Book version and
have small book copies available as well

• Cuddly toy dog


