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In a 2-part series of articles for Early Years Wales' Foundation and 1970). Athey (1990) stated that schemas were, ‘a pattern of
Phase Talking Point, Dr. Amanda Thomas and Pavla Boulton, repeatable behaviour into which experiences were assimilated
from the University of South Wales, Newport explore outdoor risky and that are gradually co-ordinated’. Nutbrown defines schemas
play and schema development in the Early Years. In this smalltalk as a ‘pattern of behaviour which has a consistent thread running
issue part two of the article looks at definitions of schema, through it’ (2006, p.10).

schema development in the Foundation phase and Curriculum

for Wales 2022 and why it is important for early years practitioners,

in the non-maintained and the maintained sectors, to recognise In this article schemas are seen as “a repeated

and develop schemas. pattern of behaviour usually seen in young
children’s play, supporting knowledge and

At the end of the article you will find ‘work group supervision’ . ”
/ gretip sup understanding of how the world works

(Louis, 2021) or reflective questions that can be used to support
you and your team to apply your ‘professional knowledge and (Thomas, 2019).
experience’ (Louis, 2021, p.75) to your reading and observations,
maybe as part of reflective journaling and supervision work or as
part of your staff meetings.

There are numerous definitions of schemas and what they mean.
Many philosophers and theorists have researched ‘schemas’ and
each has a slightly different approach to offer. Piaget suggested

that children organise their knowledge and understanding of the
world into cognitive structures which he called schemas (1959

Enveloping schema: dressing up
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What is a schema? Schemas and learning?

A schema is a repeated action, often seen in Schemas help us to organise our thoughts and
the behaviours of young children. actions. They are often seen when young children
are allowed to lead their play.

Schemas are biological.

We are born with them but the offered
environment helps to support and develop them. Why are they important?

Schemas link to developments in the brain.
They support children’s development and learning.

Fig.1 provides an overview of schemas to help construct a working understanding (Thomas, 2019).

There are many different dynamic action schemas (Athey, 1990). Figure 2 illustrates the most common schemas seen in Early Years settings.
Each of these schemas is broken down and explained in the ‘Planning for Schemas Toolkit’ (Thomas, 2019) and each is supported by
suggestions, resources, activities, and vocabulary that Early Years practitioners can utilise, as well as links to the areas of learning in the
Foundation Phase and the Curriculum for Wales. These ideas will help to support practice to nurture children’s schematic development.

€ Trajectory- s &

up and down and along and back movements

Transporting -
moving objects and themselves from
oneplace to another

Enveloping -

covering things and themselves up

Enclosing/Containing -
putting things into containers

Connecting -
joining things together

Rotational -
things that go around

Positioning -
putting items in particular places

o

Transforming -
changing things

Fig. 2. Toolkit for Schema Development



Observing children’s schemas provides the practitioner with a
window into the child’s world, it is an insight into how they think and
how they are processing what is going on around them.

It is important for Early Years practitioners to recognise
schemas because:

® We can identify where children are at in their development.

® It provides an understanding of what otherwise may be seen
as a series of disconnected and random actions by the child.

® It encourages practitioners to observe children closely

® Recognising a child’s schematic interests allows you to
provide resources and activities that match their schemas,
i.e. you afford the child the opportunity to connect with
objects and experiences in their own unique way

® It supports children’s development through exploration
and investigation; pedagogy becomes child focused and
child centred.

(Boulton and Thomas, 2021b)

Researchers believe that recognising and nurturing these schemas
is important because by using schemas to make sense of the world
young children are equipping themselves with the knowledge and
skills that are the foundations for almost everything they will do in
later life.
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Currently there is little contained within curriculum policy
documentation in Wales about schemas or their development in
early years children:

‘By repeating a learning experience, they develop schema or patterns
of thoughts that are strengthened until they are able to make
connections’ (WAG, 2008, p.9).

‘Observation may draw attention to particular schema or patterns of
thinking that predominate a child’s play’ (WAG, 2008, p.22).

There is limited guidance available on how to recognise and
develop schemas in young children in these policy documents.

We need to address this in the Curriculum for Wales 2022, both in
non-maintained and maintained settings. Nutbrown (2011) however
makes this important observation ‘Children’s ways of learning do
not change because national policies or the prescribed curriculum
changes’ (p128).

Read our blog extracted from the
book Schemas, written by Stella
Louis and published by Early
Years Wales to find out how why
schemas are an important part of
a child’s development and how
parents, carers and practitioners
can support a child’s schematic interest.

Early Years Wales members can claim their FREE copy of the
book via the link below - https://www.earlyyears.wales/en/
news/blog-schemas



Conclusion

In summary of the articles in this two-part series about

risky outdoor play and schema development, we can see that
being outdoors affords a more heightened use of the senses
(Carson 1956) and enables children to use the outdoor
environment and materials and loose parts in ways that have
meaning and value that are unique to the child perceiving

them (Gibson, 1979). Children will choose to engage with

loose parts as a significant part of their play if the opportunity is
provided, especially when accessed in an outdoor environment.
Children will ‘tinker” with the objects available to them,

taking them into places, spaces, and orientations outdoors that
would be difficult to replicate indoors. Practitioners do not need
to teach children how to play with loose parts, but just need to
step out of the way, enabling children’s imaginations to nurture
their schemas. Schemas are an essential element of children’s
development; they are a key cognitive process through which
they construct knowledge and actively make meaning of the
world around them.

Resources and further professional
learning opportunities

You can find ideas and supporting materials in the Schema
development Toolkit: Planning for Schemas in the Welsh
Curriculum (Thomas, 2019) https://hwb.gov.wales/api/
storage/4be12be2-3180-4619-963d-b62c4f252423/Toolkit%20
supporting%20schemas.pdf which will provide all the guidance
needed to plan your provision using schema development as a
core focus in your practice.

The full list of references used in both articles can be found:
https://www.earlyyears.wales/en/foundation-phase (scroll down)

Join us at the Early Years Wales Foundation Phase Excellence
Network events to continue your exploration of outdoor play

and schemas. We would like to hear from early years practitioners
and settings so that we can develop case studies about schema
development. Please contact smalltalk@earlyyears.Wales for
more information.

Ideas for 'work group supervision’
(Louis, 2021) and reflective questions:

Journal/draw/record your initial reactions to the article and give
examples of ideas you felt comfortable with and ideas that you
felt uncomfortable with.

Journal/draw/record your thoughts about this article and
explore what makes you think this way.

® Whatimages and observations could you use from your
practice to illustrate your thoughts?

® What other reading have you explored that could illustrate
your thoughts? What ‘affordances’ or loose parts have
the children been exploring and have you recognised any
schematic patterns of behaviour?
What questions do you have about supporting schemas in
your setting?

® How could you enrich schemas in outdoor play in
your setting?

® What new ideas did you meet in the article? What ideas
will you explore further?

Use ‘work group supervision’ (Louis, 2021), team meetings or

time with a mentor, tutor or colleague to share your reflections,
observations and learning.

You may also be interested in:

Outdoor Risky Play and Schema Development in the

Early Years Part One, smalltalk, (autumn 2021), pg 26 - 30
Cover story: The importance of play, smalltalk,

(spring 2021) pg 10 - 22

‘The Lost Words Project’ at the University of South Wales,
Newport, smalltalk, (spring 2020), pg 18 - 20

Don't forget @

Early Years Wales members can download back issues of
smalltalk for free: earlyyears.wales/shop
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Early Years Wales members

smalltalk

Give alittle...
get alot

Thejuy

This article is extracted from the winter 2021/spring 2022 issue of
smalltalk magazine - Early Years Wales members magazine.

To download and read the issue in full visit:
earlyyears.wales/en/shop. Alternatively, why not become a

member for FREE and receive your copy mailed directly to your
door.

For more information on becoming a member and to sign up visit:

earlyyears.wales/en/membershi >

= " pivéy, EarlyYears
- Wales
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https://media.kaboom.org/docs/documents/pdf/ip/Imagination-Playground-Theory-of-Loose-Parts-Simon-Nicholson.pdf
https://www.earlyyears.wales/en/shop
http://earlyyears.wales/en/membership
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