SEN and Disability and the Early Years Foundation Stage

Q 34 Do you think that identification of possible SEN could be integrated more explicitly into the cycle of early years observation and assessment?

The Early Years Foundation Stage is an inclusive framework. Meeting the individual needs of all children lies at the heart of the EYFS. One of its stated aims is to provide for equality of opportunity for every child. An understanding of early childhood development is key to this.

EYFS confirms that it is important to identify the need for additional support as early as possible. Without it children will not get the help they require at the right time, in the way that is right for them. This involves careful tracking of development through continuous practitioner and parent observations, and enabling young disabled children and children with special educational needs to be actively involved in decisions that affect them by offering choices and supporting their interests.

For very young disabled children and those with SEN, inclusion starts in the home with the inclusion of the whole family. The EYFS confirms that early support for children includes listening to families and taking part in a sensitive two-way exchange of information. EYFS also confirms that, for children with the most severe and complex additional support needs, adults should work together to plan jointly with everyone who is in contact with the child. This will co-ordinate support through early years consultants and area SENCOs and promote learning as effectively as possible. Knowing when and how to call in specialist help, such as that provided by specialist support services, is another important element of inclusive practice. This means providing any additional support required to include children with known or emerging SEN, using a graduated response through early years action and early years action plus. 

The role of the SENCO in the early years setting should be highlighted and considered one which can offer all practitioners support and opportunity to share effective methods of observation and assessment to inform early identification .Through strong partnership with parents and others offering support to the setting such as Early Years Area SENCOs personalised approaches can be designed  implemented to support the on going development and progress of all children. 

The importance of having highly skilled SENCO’s in Primary and Secondary education has been recognised and supported to develop leadership in providing better outcomes for children and young people at school.

The EYFS and associated guidance could provide a significant and necessary emphasis of the skills and knowledge of Early Years SENCO’s in leading practice amongst providers in the sector.

(Julie I could ask permission from Kent to provide an example of how they are leading and changing practice using a Leading SENCO model if you think that would be appropriate here.)

The Early Years Foundation Stage makes strong connections with Early Support, the national programme for families with disabled children under five to ensure that they are kept at the heart of discussion and decision-making about their child.

The Early Support materials provide a more finely grained approach to Development Matters, Look Listen and Note, and Effective Practice. These materials (including the use of materials for specific groups provided by the Journals) assist practitioners in promoting the learning of young children who may be developing more slowly or who may have individual patterns of development for whatever reason. By extending ways of working through additional or different approaches, and planning for smaller steps with longer periods of consolidation, young disabled children and children with SEN can experience a rich and challenging learning environment through the EYFS.

Documentation which makes these ways of working explicit for all involved in the early years would be welcomed.

Q 31 What are your views on EYFSP?

It is important that all children can have their progress and attainment recognised in the EYFSP. Currently, a number of children score zero. Whilst this is now recorded as AA (indicating that the child has been assessed using alternative assessment methods) the EYFSP should include all children. The profile should be extended to ensure that the attainment of all children can be recognised. The framework provided by Development Matters suggests a way of doing this.

EYFS is an inclusive framework and its assessment should be too. The formative assessment which underpins EYFS should inform the summative data required for EYFSP. It must show how provision has made a positive difference to children's lives in all aspects of learning and development and to do that we need to know and represent the child in the round.

Q27 What do you think are the most important areas to focus on to support disadvantaged children to progress?
Factors such as unemployment and poverty are more prevalent in families with a disabled child and there is evidence of difficulties for these families in accessing services (Daycare Trust, 2001). Other research has shown that the combination of disadvantaged circumstances and difficulties in securing access to appropriate services, which are found for the majority of families with a disabled child, are particularly acute for families from minority ethnic groups (Fazil et al, 2002).

Consequently, support services require a high degree of specialist knowledge and flexibility in structure to meet the diverse needs of individual children and families within their cultural community.

