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Early Years Policy


Context 

Acorn Assessment Centre (Acorn) is based on two sites in the London borough of Barnet; one at Queenswell Infants School in Whetstone and one at Colindale Primary School.
Acorn comes under the management of Oakleigh School and Early Years Intervention Centre.


Acorn caters for pre-school children who have a wide range of Special Educational Needs / Disabilities (SEND). These include children with specific medical conditions, physical disabilities, social and communication disorders, sensory impairments, autism spectrum conditions and/or other learning difficulties.
Acorn provides a highly specialist learning environment with small classes, specially trained staff and onsite, Speech and Language Therapy (SaLT), Physiotherapy and Occupational Therapy (OT) services. Personalised learning is central to what we do and interventions are carefully planned to ensure that every pupil is given the opportunity to achieve their true potential. We have six classes across the two Acorn sites, 2 based at our Acorn site at Queenswell Infants School and 4 based at our Acorn site at Colindale Primary School.

The children’s needs are assessed over a period of time, whilst also receiving multi-disciplinary intervention to enable all children to make progress.  The on-going assessment may inform the Statutory Assessment (Educational, Health and Care Plan, EHCP) process and helps determine the provision the children are likely to need in their next educational placement. 
A child is not required to have an EHCP to be considered for a place at Acorn. Acorn staff will support parents/cares with requesting for an Educational, Health Needs assessment if and when needed. 
Children who come to Acorn have the opportunity to attend five days a week for 3 hour sessions (either in the morning or the afternoon), making up 15 hours of nursery entitlement. Due to high demand for places at Acorn, we encourage children to attend all 5 sessions. We will take into account individual family circumstances however; the expectation is that each child attends for a minimum of 3 sessions a week.
Parents/Carers are encouraged to visit the Acorn Assessment Centre closest to their home if the professionals involved with their child feel this may be a suitable pre-school placement. Referrals to Acorn usually come via early year’s professionals, however parents/carers can refer themselves. Admissions are discussed at the Acorn admissions panel which is held in the Spring term each year.

All children entering our nursery would have been identified as having a Special Educational Need (SEN). Upon entry, all pupils are working at a cognitive level which is significantly below the national average in terms of age-related expectations.  

We recognise that a key focus for us as a setting is on developing skills to support our children in being school- ready. The number of children in need of greater support with their ‘Communication’, ‘Social and emotional’ ‘Cognition’ and ‘Physical’ skills is significantly higher than in mainstream nursery settings in Barnet. A key role of our setting is to help increase the independence, communication, social, and attention skills of our children so that they can access learning more successfully. 
 

For many of our families, recognition of their child’s needs or diagnosis has been a relatively recent event. At Acorn we are working within a distinctly different context from our mainstream counterparts. We believe that it is important to recognise the individual needs of the child and focus on personalised small-step progress towards Outcomes. Traditional EYFS systems and strategies are then used to compliment this process. The children follow the Early Years Foundation Curriculum which is broken down and adapted to suit their individual learning needs. Alongside this the staff implement strategies and targets provided by the Speech and Language Therapist, Physiotherapist, Occupational Therapist, Educational Psychologists and other specialist advisory teachers who work alongside Acorn staff.

In addition to this children will have the opportunity to access either a hydro-therapy pool based at Oakleigh School or swimming pool at Colindale School pool once a week, soft play area and opportunities for a sensory environment.

Acorn’s Family Support Worker is available to offer home visits to Acorn families to help and advise parents and carers about any challenges they may be facing. Class teachers, with the support of the Head of Acorn, are keyworkers for the children.
This policy aims to set out how we follow the statutory framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage, effective from January 2024, within the specialist and personalised setting of Acorn. 


What is the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) 
 
The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is a framework that sets the standards for the learning, development, and care of children from birth to 5 years old. All schools and providers on the Early Years Register must follow the EYFS. The framework supports an integrated approach to early learning and is designed to be flexible so that staff can follow each child's unique interests and needs. It gives professionals a set of common principles and commitments to deliver quality early education and childcare.  
The Seven Features of Effective Practice (Development Matters 2023) is embedded in our approach to teaching:
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Early Years at Acorn Assessment Centre 
 
At Acorn Assessment Centre we recognise that every child is unique, and our Early Years practitioners develop responsive learning environments which suit the learning styles and interests of each individual child. Early intervention and strong collaboration between parents and professionals working with the child (including: class teams, families, previous Early Years settings and agencies, paediatricians and our own Multi-Agency Support Team) ensures that all children, regardless of their SEN, have the best start to school life. By working collaboratively, staff enable our children to overcome their barriers to learning. 
 
Our Early Years setting aims to: 

Give each child a happy, positive and enjoyable start to school life; 
Consistently provide high-quality care, ensuring children know they are loved and well cared for; 
Build upon prior learning by working in partnership with parents, carers, previous settings, and a wide range of professionals; 
In line with the ‘Preparing for Adulthood from the Earliest Years’ agenda; help each child to establish solid foundations for future learning and development, particularly with regards to functional communication, independence, and self-care; 
Provide each child with a wide range of new and exciting experiences, and give them opportunities to consolidate existing skills and to learn new ones; 
Support each child to develop socially, physically, intellectually, and emotionally through high expectations, praise and positivity; 
Celebrate each child’s personal successes and achievements together with their families; 
Provide quality and consistency so that every child makes good progress and no child gets left behind; 
Regularly assess and review the needs and interests of each individual child; 
Promote equality of opportunity and anti-discriminatory practice, ensuring that every child is included and supported; 
 
At Acorn we believe that honouring the 4 outcomes of the EHCP (Communication and Interaction; Cognition and Learning; Social, Emotional and Mental Health; Sensory and Physical Needs) helps us to ensure that we provide the above. We are guided in the delivery of this by the four principles which underpin EYFS guidance. These are: 
 
A Unique Child: We recognise that every child is a competent learner who can be resilient, capable, confident, and self-assured. We recognise that children develop in individual ways and at varying rates. This is particularly important at Acorn Assessment Centre where we value and celebrate the small steps of achievement of all children. 
 
Positive Relationships: We recognise that children learn to connect to the world and grow in strength and independence from secure relationships. We aim to develop caring, respectful, and professional relationships with all children and their families. Children’s attitudes and dispositions to learning are influenced by feedback from others. We use praise and encouragement, consistent reinforcement, graded prompting, and celebration/rewards to encourage positive attitudes to learning, as well as consistent strategies to set and communicate clear boundaries and keep children safe. 
 
Enabling Environments: We recognise that the environment plays a key role in scaffolding and extending a child’s development. Through careful observation, we assess each child’s interests, stages of development, and learning needs. This information is used to create a stimulating and engaging environment which reflects children’s cultures and experiences. A range of indoor and outdoor play resources and opportunities are provided. Our classes are set up to allow children to explore and learn securely and safely. Areas are clearly defined and resources are labelled so that children learn to locate equipment and resources as independently as possible. We believe in a strong Home-School partnership which begins before the child starts school and continues throughout the year. 
 
Learning and Development: The majority of the children in our Early Years classes need a structured approach to learning, a balance between adult-led play-focused activities and opportunities to generalise learning. We aim to ensure that all of our activities, including adult-led focused learning, are delivered in a playful, engaging and meaningful way whilst still challenging and extending individuals. 
 
Our Curriculum, Teaching and Learning
 
Curriculum 
 
Our nursery classes follow the guidance as outlined in the new Statutory Framework and use this to        compliment the Outcomes of each child’s EHCP. 
 
The framework identifies seven areas of learning and development, all of which are important and interconnected. Three areas (Prime Areas) are particularly important when it comes to building a child’s capacity to learn, form relationships, and thrive. These are: 
 
Communication 
and Language
Physcial 
Development
Personal, Social 
and Emotional 
Development

 
 
These areas are particularly important for the children at Acorn.

 
As children grow and develop, the four ‘Specific Areas’ are used to strengthen and apply learning in the Prime Areas. These are: 
Literacy
Mathematics
Undetstanding 
of the World
Expressive Arts 
and Design

 
 
These prime and specific areas in EYFS are strongly interconnected with the 4 EHCP Outcome areas. 
 
Staff working in our Early Years classes support learning with these seven areas in mind and consider each child’s unique needs, interests, and stage of development when planning activities.  
 
Teaching and learning is delivered in a cross-curricular way, i.e. planned activities often cover more than one area of learning. It is well researched that children in their early years learn by playing and exploring, being active, and through creating and thinking critically. However, many of our children need support in developing the early stages of these skills. Often, play skills need to be explicitly taught 1:1 with an adult before a child can access opportunities to initiate their own learning through play. 
 
Because of the nature of our setting, a range of specialist pedagogy is used to support receptive 
(understanding) and expressive communication and attention. Approaches including symbol communication, Makaton signing, Intensive Interaction, Attention Autism and a multi-sensory approach are used extensively. We use the SCERTS framework to supports staff in assessing and planning for children with social communication differences or a diagnosis of autism. The routes for Learning (RfL) materials are used to support staff in assessing learners with profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD).

 
Acorn Assessment Centre – Early Years Foundation Stage – September 2021 
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Visual, auditory and tactile cues are also used to aid smooth transitions between activities, to promote the understanding of routines and increase independence. At Acorn, teachers work closely with members of the Multi-disciplinary Team (MDT) (comprising Speech and Language Therapist
 	1 
 	1 
 	5 
Occupational Therapists, Physiotherapist and specialist advisory teachers for Hearing and Visual Impairments) to ensure that individual pupil Personal Learning Plan (PLP) targets are fully integrated. 
 
Planning 
 
Long Term planning is theme based and inspired by the slogan “Ready, Steady, Go!” 

In the Autumn term, the focus is on settling the children into nursery and establishing routines and boundaries so that they are “ready” to learn. In the Spring term, children are more established in the setting and are on a “steady” path for learning. We are able to focus on teaching a wider range of skills and increasing engagement and a love of learning. In the Summer term, children are encouraged to be more independent in tasks and to explore and expand on the learning they have acquired; we aim for them to be able to generalise skills and have a well-supported transition for when they “go” to Reception (i.e. transition to school). 
 
Each term, a medium term overview plan is created based around teaching of specific skills. A set of core texts are planned in order to promote a love of stories and give a flexible basis around which to structure learning activities. Staff write Additional Learning Plans (ALPs) based on PLP targets, children’s interests, upcoming events, and assessment for next steps. Acorn staff consider all seven Prime and Specific areas when planning. Occasionally theme-based teaching will take place either linked to a group of children’s interests, an educational visit, or a specific festival/celebration. Planning is flexible to ensure that the nursery classes have the opportunity to follow school themes and local or national events. Educational trips, visits within the local community, and visitors to nursery are organised to enhance and enrich learning. 
 
Planning is implemented through purposeful play, adult-led activities (including structured play, daily group stories, focused singing sessions), 1-1 or small group work linked to PLP targets, sessions incorporating recommendations from therapists, and child-initiated activities. Within Acorn, the ratio of adult-led activities is higher than at many other EYFS settings in order to ensure our children are supported in purposeful play, learning and understanding. This enables staff to reinforce, repeat, and adapt learning opportunities for all children. Staff respond to each child’s emerging needs and interests, and guide their development through warm, positive interactions. The Characteristics of Effective Learning underpin learning and development across all areas and support children to become effective and motivated learners. 
 
Our Early Years practitioners keep the three characteristics in mind when planning activities: 
 
Playing and exploring – children investigate and experience things, and ‘have a go’; 
 
Active learning - children concentrate and keep on trying if they encounter difficulties, and enjoy achievements; 
 
Creating and thinking critically - children have and develop their own ideas, make links between ideas, and develop strategies for doing things. 
 
Staff continually observe what the children are doing and how they’re learning most effectively, to identify where to take their learning next. Staff in our nursery classes plan for each child’s learning based on their interests and the assessments made about their stage of development. 




 

Assessment Process at Acorn

As per government guidance we are no longer using a formal summative assessment system to assess children’s progress.

Ongoing assessment (formative assessment) is an integral part of the learning and development process at Acorn. Teaching staff use their knowledge of individual children’s level of achievement and interests, and plan teaching and learning experiences for each child reflecting that knowledge. 

In their interactions with children, teaching staff respond to their own day-to-day observations about children’s progress and observations, including those shared by parents/cares and other professionals supporting the child. This information is shared between Acorn and parents via Tapestry.

Each child has a PLP. Initially termly targets are set when children join Acorn. These are written following discussions with parents/carers at the child’s initial home visit and using advice written by professionals already working with the child. Short term outcomes (expected outcomes for the child within 3-6 months) are written within 12 weeks and long term outcomes (expected outcomes for the child by the end of their key stage) written within 16 weeks of joining Acorn or in line with the Educational, Health and Care needs assessment process (EHCNA). 

Teachers and the Head of Acorn meet termly to discuss individual children’s progress. Children are assessed as being ‘working below expected, ‘working towards expected or ‘working at expected’ within the following learning areas:

Communication and Interaction
Social, Emotional and Mental Health
Physical and Sensory
Cognition and Learning

Review of PLP targets and outcomes provide information used to inform assessment and enable areas of strengths and needs to be identified.  In response to on-going assessments, specific learning interventions and/or additional transactional supports are introduced. Additionally, feedback from parents/cares and other professionals supporting the child e.g. SALT, OT Physio and/or Paediatrician contribute to the assessment process.

When assessing whether a child is at the expected level of development, teaching staff draw on their knowledge of the child and their own expert professional judgement. Videos and photographs are used to evidence children’s progress and are shared with parents/carers via Tapestry.

For the purposes of this EHC needs assessment request, we provide additional assessment information using the age ranges with regards to typical development.
 
As well as the assessment information provided by Acorn, previous reports from Early Years SEND Advisory team and Barnet Early Autism Model teams in Barnet, Paediatrics and the child’s initial referral form for Acorn are submitted as evidence of the ‘Assess, Plan, Do , Review’ cycle for the purposes of a request for EHC needs assessment.
 




Personal Learning Plans (PLPs) 

Each child has a PLP, which is formulated collaboratively with families and professionals; this is reviewed and updated at three monthly intervals, or in line with the EHCNA process. 

Parents/carers are involved in setting and working on targets and outcomes with the staff. 
Targets are set at the beginning of a half-term and progress is tracked throughout the half-term. The PLP headings for termly targets are strongly influenced by the EHCP Outcomes. Each child has 6 key targets to work on per term under the headings: 
 
Communication 
and Interaction 
Receptive
Communication 
and Interaction 
Expressive
Social, Emotional 
and Mental 
Health
Sensory and 
Physical Needs
Cognition and 
Learning 1
Cognition and 
Learning 2

 
 

Cognition and Learning targets allow practitioners to be flexible and respond to the child’s individual needs. Children working at a younger level on Development Matters may have Cognition and Learning targets which overlap with the 3 Prime areas. As children progress through Development Matters their Cognition and Learning targets become broader. However, even as children progress not all of the seven areas are set as PLP targets. Practitioners prioritise target setting for learning skills which benefit from pre-planned and adult led experiences. Other aspects of learning such as Understanding the World and Expressive Arts and Design which benefit from following the child’s interests are delivered in a more flexible manner and judgements are made through ‘in the moment’ and ‘over time’ observations. 
 
Observation, Assessment and Evidence Collection 
 
Assessment plays an important part in helping parents, carers and practitioners to recognise pupil’s progress, understand their needs, and to plan activities and support. (Statutory framework for the EYFS – January 2024). 
 
Baseline 
 
All children are assessed within 6-8 weeks of starting Acorn and reviewed in line with our internal assessment process.
 
During the first half-term, staff focus on settling children into their new setting and reducing individual barriers to learning. The complex needs of our children means that it can take longer for them to transfer and generalise skills or demonstrate their skills to new adults. 


Formative Assessment 
 
At Acorn ongoing formative assessment is an integral part of the learning and development process. Ongoing formative assessment through observation is carried out by all of the adults working in our classes and is done in collaboration with parents, SALTs, OTs, Physiotherapist and Family Support Worker.
 
Evidence Collection 
 
Assessment should not entail prolonged breaks from interaction with children, nor require excessive paperwork. When assessing whether an individual child is at the expected level of development, practitioners should draw on their knowledge of the child and their own expert professional judgement and should not be required to prove this through collection of physical evidence. (Statutory Framework EYFS) 
 
In line with advice that assessment should not take away from interaction with children, not all observations are formally recorded. However, each class holds weekly team planning sessions where individual children’s progress is discussed and observations of the children are shared. This dialogue informs the planning for the following week. We feel that when viewed alongside all of the specialist support and assessment that each pupil at Acorn is given in order to reach their PLP targets and EHCP Outcomes, we can be confident that our judgements of their progress are secure. 

Each week class staff are required to use Tapestry to record observations for each child as evidence of progress towards their termly PLP targets (starting in Autumn 2). 
 
This process starts in Autumn 2, as Autumn 1 is used for settling and baselining children. 
 
Family links 
 
We believe that parents and carers are a child’s first educator and therefore work very hard to ensure that they’re as involved as possible in school life and supporting their child’s learning at home. 
 
We want all parents to feel that they can speak to us about their child at any time and to feel comfortable in our setting. We aim to fully involve parents in their child’s transition from their previous setting or service to Acorn and we do this via initial parent/carer visits to Acorn, joint home-visits with Acorn staff and the child’s pre-school setting. Acorn staff, Parents/Carers and preschool practitioners fill out an ‘All About Me’ booklet that provides Acorn with important information (such as: likes, dislikes, information about family members, etc.) which helps to enable a smooth transition. Our Home-School Partnership Meeting at the beginning of the year begins our journey of working together. 

We offer support to families through the delivery of workshops throughout the year. These workshops will focus on different areas of learning and development and will be developed in response to need identified by parents/carers. They may include 'communication including behaviour', 'toilet training', 'sensory processing', and 'sleep'.
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Individual children’s progress reviews with the Class Teacher and Head of Acorn/Middle Leader are planned  between week 8 and 10 of the child joining Acorn. Meetings will also be held throughout the EHCP process. Including, the initial assessment meeting with Acorn staff and an Educational Psychologist and an ‘outcomes’ meeting with parents and the Head of Acorn to go through the draft EHCP. These meetings help to inform assessments, which strengthen judgements. Families are given the opportunity to discuss areas they would like their child to be supported with at nursery, such as communication, self-care or behaviour. All progress reports and PLPs are shared with parents and we encourage all families to feed into these processes. Our experience has led us to believe that this bespoke, small-step assessment system is more supportive to parents as it celebrates what their child can do and identifies manageable next steps. It also does not refer to chronological age-related expectations which can be distracting, especially as some of our cohort are working at the earliest developmental stages (i.e. Birth to three months). 
 
For day–to-day communication parents/cares have the opportunity to speak to Acorn staff at drop off or pick up times. They are encouraged to arrange a meeting with class teachers for longer discussions. Acorn staff upload a weekly update via tapestry for each child. Tapestry allows us to share progress and suggestions on how to extend learning at home. It also enables parents to share successes and any potential issues that they might want support with. We encourage all parents to stay in touch and check the school website regularly. 
 
Transition to Reception
 
Parents/carers are supported with arranging visits to schools that are likely to be appropriate settings to meet their individual child’s needs. This may include Specialist schools in Barnet, Additional Resourced Based Provisions (ARPs) in Barnet and mainstream schools.
We support a smooth transition to Reception by ensuring opportunities for professional dialogue between Acorn teachers and new school teachers in the summer term. On entry to Reception the majority of our children have acquired the necessary social, emotional, and functional skills to be “school ready.” This is the first step in supporting our children with Preparation for Adulthood, and ensures our children begin their school life with firm foundations upon which to build. 
 
We create ‘communication profile’ documents to pass key information and strategies between staff and therapists. 
New reception teachers spend time in Acorn observing and pairing with their future pupils and where appropriate pupils visit their new schools. All children are provided with visual transition books where appropriate. 
 
At Acorn we are still heavily influenced by the EYFS principles and Characteristics of Effective Learning and this ethos supports all of our pupils to thrive. 
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