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ABSTRACT

Trainees on the Early Years Teacher Status (EYTS) Graduate Employed Pathway are
graduate practitioners working in the school or Private, Voluntary and Independent (PVI)
sectors of early years services. On this one-year pathway, trainees undertake a placement
in the alternate and unfamiliar sector to complement their workplace practice.

There is little published research on teachers’ lived experience of placement in early years
services with children aged between 0-5 years. This longitudinal study sought to address
gaps in the research literature by focussing on the placement experience for EYTS trainees
using a novel approach of combining Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) with
creative methods and semi-structured interviews. Five trainees represented their lived
experience through multi-dimensional models using Lego and playdough.

I discuss my findings in relation to two worlds, a world of learning and development that
promotes a predominantly relationship-based pedagogy, partially overlapping with a
world of schooling that promotes a predominantly readiness-based pedagogy. The
trainees’ perceptions of commonalities and differences pertaining to enactments of the
Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (DfE 2014) suggest that these two distinct worlds
exist, despite a single statutory framework, indicating that the historical split in early years
services in England continues today. The findings suggest a dichotomy of professional
identity for EYTS trainees that rests on the different teaching cultures of each world. This
dichotomy troubles the current policy concept of a single graduate practitioner
successfully teaching across the different worlds.

The study has implications for professional practice in the field of early years, specifically
for the preparation and support of EYTS trainees undertaking placements. Wider
implications include the need for greater clarity and guidance in early years policy.
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Positionality

Within this IPA study | view myself as engaged in a double hermeneutic circle (Smith 2004)
as | try to make sense of the trainees making sense of their placement experience. As such
I am central to the research, yet with a dual role (Smith, Flowers and Larkin 2009). Like the
participant, | draw on my everyday human resources to make sense of the world, but
unlike the participant | have do not have first-hand access to the lived experience of
placement. | thereby apply my ‘experientially-informed’ lens to the participants’ first order
account to provide a second order interpretation of their placement experience (Smith,
Flowers and Larkin, 2009, p36). | recognise that my own interests and understandings of
early years practice provide a fore-structure of knowledge, and outlined these earlier in
explaining my background and relevant experience. Whilst my substantive experience as
an early years practitioner is in the school sector, my recent knowledge of Thrive's
approach to relationship-based pedagogy may mean that | have a tendency to identify
with the PVI sector, as practice is more likely to align with the Thrive principles than in the

school sector.

My Position in the Study

Managing my roles of researcher and lecturer centred on the consistency of respectful
and positive interactions with trainees and the development of trusting, working
relationships. Through genuine interactions, where trainees felt valued and heard, | aimed
to observe in a naturalistic way to explore how trainees make sense of their lived

experience.

A traditional phenomenological research approach calls for researchers to bracket their
own assumptions and experiences in order to be able to view the phenomenon as it
appears. IPA researchers are encouraged to re-evaluate the role of bracketing and
acknowledge that in reality it can only be partially achieved (Smith, Flowers and Larkin
2009). 1 thereby draw on my own knowledge and understanding of the early years field
and some imported theoretical perspectives in my interpretations, whilst staying close to

the trainees’ own accounts of their placement experience. | return to the issue of

22
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