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Paperless assessment – is it worth it?

When you work in the Early Years, there never seems to be enough hours in the day to 
get everything you’d like to done. 

From the moment children are dropped off at your setting to the moment they leave - 
there’s a whirlwind of activity and noise.  Non-contact time is rarely guaranteed, and yet 
you’re expected to carefully observe and assess every child’s starting point, progress and 
achievements. 

Many childcare providers use paper-based learning journals to cut, stick and annotate 
the evidence they’ve collected.  Although relatively simple to do with one child, this  
becomes increasingly hard to do for a group of children. With no time to spare, jotting 
down observations on a post-it note to stick into a child’s learning journal later is also 
common practice. 

So how can paperless assessment help? 

Paperless assessment is time-efficient

Using EYFS software like Footsteps means that the process of recording key information  
is carried out in the most time-efficient way possible. You can upload observations in  
line with the EYFS curriculum and capture photos of the children to link to your  
observations. Footsteps will then quickly calculate where that child is in their own  
development pathway. 

Junior staff can get up to speed quickly

Using software which helps track children’s development gives practitioners the means 
to become more confident in their role. Footsteps enables room leaders and managers 
to approve the observations that junior staff have recorded, making it an extremely useful 
tool for those who are early on in their childcare career. 

Children’s data is kept secure

Childcare settings capture personal information about children every day, so keeping 
that data safe is paramount. Using Footsteps, no personal data is stored on any device 
so there’s no need to wipe it afterwards. There’s also no need to worry about misplacing 
or sorting through a mountain of post-it notes anymore, as all the data is stored securely 
online. 

Printing and associated costs are kept low

With nurseries reporting to us that they’re spending between £400 and £2000 a year on 
their printing costs by using paper-based learning journals, it makes sense to move to 
EYFS software to save on paper and ink.  Not to mention the cost of staff taking time out 
of the room to stick pictures to observations, too!

Managers can evidence progress easily

With the introduction of the Common Inspection Framework, managers are under 
increasing pressure to show how effective they are in leading a high quality provision. 
Using EYFS software, managers can identify any professional development needs by 
accessing staff observations and assessments. When Ofsted inspect, this software also 
provides an easy way of evidencing progress - as you can print out reports showing the 
achievements of one individual or a specific group of children.

Would you like to know more about moving to paperless assessment at your setting?

Call 0800 002 9242 or email us

mailto:contact%40parenta.com?subject=How%20can%20Abacus%20help%20with%20my%20staff%20management


6 essential tips to help you stay on top of 
staff management
Managing a busy setting can be difficult at the best of times, especially when staff go 
sick. With this in mind, we thought it would be helpful to offer some top tips to ensure that 
it’s as easy as possible to manage your team!

Reduce non-contact time with EYFS software

Having EYFS tracker software like Footsteps means that you can do away with  
paper-based learning journals. There’d be no more need for staff to print and collate their 
observations, as Footsteps would instantly capture their observations and link them to an 
online version of the EYFS curriculum. This helps reduce the amount of time your staff take 
out of the room.

Use an online diary to remember key dates
 
Using nursery management software such as Abacus means you can schedule staff 
shifts and rotas, manage staff holidays and diarise training – all in one place. There’s 
a calendar function within Abacus which will remind you of key events for the day and 
coming week, so you’ll never lose track of what’s going on. 

Ensure you have a strict absence policy  

As a business, you can’t afford for people to text you with a few minutes’ warning to let 
you know they’re going to be off sick for the day, especially as you’re not likely to have 
your mobile to hand. Make sure you have a written policy outlining that staff must always 
ring through to the setting to notify their absence; giving as much notice as possible. 

Manage room ratios with technology

When a member of staff is away, having to adjust room ratios can be a real source of 
frustration. Nursery management software like Abacus naturally works around staff  
holidays, and also allows you to schedule room visits based on criteria you set. This 
means you can always be confident that you’ll never be under-ratio!

Auto-generate staff rotas 

Instead of spending hours at the weekend putting together a staff rota by hand, why not 
use nursery management software to work it all out for you in minutes? Having Abacus 
means that you’ll be able to put together your rota at a few clicks of a button!

Incentivise staff with certificates

Rather than spending money on shopping vouchers or expensive treats, why not 
consider running an “Employee of the month” incentive, where staff can receive a 
certificate for showing exceptional effort? Not only will this be relatively inexpensive, 
but it’s also great for staff to put in their CPD folder to show how they’ve progressed in 
their career. 

Find out how much easier staff management is with Abacus software

Call 0800 002 9242 or email us

http://www.parenta.com/footsteps-eyfs-software/
http://www.parenta.com/abacus-nursery-management-software/
http://www.parenta.com/abacus-nursery-management-software/
mailto:contact%40parenta.com?subject=How%20can%20Abacus%20help%20with%20my%20staff%20management


Half of childcare providers wish they could 
afford to pay their staff more

Parenta ran a nationwide survey of childcare providers and asked for their insight into 
the challenges presented by recruiting staff in the Early Years.  The survey was split into 
different sections covering pay, training, staff management and recruitment and 120 
providers responded. 

To the question, “What more do you wish you could do for your staff to keep them 
happy?” the results of the survey revealed that 50% wished they could pay their staff a 
higher salary. 

When it came to staff retention, nearly a third of respondents confirmed that they had lost 
more than 25% of their workforce in the past 12 months. Replacing staff also presented its 
challenges - with 65 respondents saying their greatest difficulty when recruiting new staff 
was finding applicants with the right qualifications, skills and experience for the role. 

When asked, “What is the most difficult thing about staff management at your setting?” 
19 respondents said that managing staff sickness was the most challenging aspect of 
running their business; with a further 16 providers saying that keeping staff motivated 
and working at a high standard at all times was their greatest difficulty.  

On the topic of gaining feedback from employees, the survey revealed that the 
majority of childcare providers (83%) held team meetings for all staff members to have 
input into the business and 43% confirmed that they carried out surveys to measure 
staff satisfaction. 

When it came to paying staff, a third of providers said that they pay their staff in line 
with the Living Wage and 68% said that their staff members were able to work towards 
a promotion. 

To the question, “How often do staff at your setting get pay rises?” 43 respondents 
said that staff pay was reviewed annually. However, 1 provider confirmed their staff had 
never gotten a pay rise and 2 others confirmed that their last pay rise was more than 4 
years ago. 

Download the full recruitment survey report

http://www.parenta.com/national-recruitment-survey/


We spoke to our Head of Information Solutions, Daniel Gooding, to get his advice on 
what childcare settings can do to keep personal information they hold safe from loss and 
unauthorised access.  The answers he gave might surprise you!

What’s the most secure way of keeping information in a childcare setting?

If possible, the most secure way of holding information is to not keep it on site at all, 
as computers and paper on site are vulnerable to various issues including, theft, loss, 
damage, flood, fire etc.  If this is not possible and records need to be stored electronically, 
then password-protect those records (which only limited staff should have access to).

Files containing sensitive or confidential data should be locked away and access to the 
keys strictly controlled.  Access to those records needs to be limited to people in named 
roles who either need to know about the information in those records and/or who 
manage the records/files.

Also, any sensitive information e.g. about concerns, allegations, and referrals should not 
be kept in a single ‘concern log’, with information relating to individuals being kept in 
separate files.

Who should be able to have access to the data that childcare settings keep?

All personal data needs to be kept safe and made available only to those who are 
authorised to access it.  This will include, parents and carers and childcare setting staff 
members.  Only parents/carers can have ready access to files and records of their own 
children - but not any other child. 

Parents/carers can also request any confidential information on their child to remain 
within certain access groups.  If information needs to be sent to a third party e.g. another 
nursery if the child is transferring or support services, then this must be with the parent’s/
carer’s permission. The Data Protection Act requires those who own the data (childcare 
setting) to ensure that measures are in place for its safety and integrity and that it is not 
used for any purpose other than that for what it was collected. It also requires this data to 
be destroyed when no longer required.

Do all types of data require the same level of confidentiality?

All personal data should be kept in accordance with the Data Protection Act.  The Data 
Protection Principles state that data must be:

1. Fairly and lawfully processed
2. Processed for limited purposes
3. Adequate, relevant and not excessive
4. Accurate
5. Kept no longer than necessary
6. Processed in accordance with the data subject’s rights 
7. Secure

How great is the emphasis on confidentiality in a childcare setting?  Why is that?

There will always be a high amount of confidential information within a  
childcare setting due to the nature of the work and the sensitive issues that  
children carry.  Childcare settings have a duty to the children they care for and  
to the parents/carers of those children, so it is important that any childcare  
setting does their best to reduce any concerns that parents/carers may  
have and comply with the Data Protection Act.

What’s the best way to keep data secure 
at your childcare setting?



The author John Holt wisely said, “We ask children to do for most of a day what few 
adults are able to do for even an hour.  How many of us, attending a lecture that doesn’t 
interest us, can keep our minds from wandering?” The most important aspect of attention 
and listening skills in the early years is that as practitioners, we have realistic expectations 
of children’s abilities.  

The Early Learning Goal for Listening and Attention, which most children will be expected 
to reach by the end of their Reception year at school, is:

Children listen attentively in a range of situations.  They listen to stories, accurately  
anticipating key events and respond to what they hear with relevant comments, 
questions or actions.  They give their attention to what others say and respond 
appropriately, while engaged in another activity. 

As an Area SENCO, I visited many settings where 
practitioners were expecting 2 year old children 
to respond in the above way and identified 
them as having ‘behavioural difficulties’ 
when they didn’t. It is vital that we have 
a good understanding of typical child 
development and think: stage, not age.  
A child might be chronologically aged 3 
but their attention and listening skills 
might be at a 2 year old level. There 
can be a range of reasons for 
this, including:

Lack of experience 

Children need opportunities 
to develop their attention 
and listening skills through 
adults spending time with 
them, encouraging early 
turn-taking and play 
experiences.  For a range 
of reasons, some parents 
do not have the skills necessary 
for this and we need to support these 
parents and build their confidence. 

Hearing loss

The newborn hearing screen helps to identify babies who have a permanent hearing loss 
but many children under 5 have glue ear, when fluid blocks the inner ear, resulting 
in an intermittent hearing loss. As early years practitioners, we have a vital role in 
supporting parents to arrange a hearing test for their child, either through their Health 
Visitor or GP.

Developmental delay

There can be many reasons for a child’s delayed development and although early years 
practitioners are required to recognise delays, they are not qualified to make any type of 
diagnosis. If you have concerns, complete your assessments and observations and share 
these with parents, working together to decide what should happen next.  

How can I support a child with limited attention and listening skills? 

1. Reduce distractions such as background music, staff talking or tidying during  
quieter times. 

2. Be aware of too much visual stimulation, such as hanging displays and open  
resources. Try sitting on the floor and seeing the environment from the child’s point 
of view.  

3. Gain the child’s attention by saying their name before giving an instruction
4. Keep your instructions simple and use visual cues such as photos, objects  

and gestures
5. Use the child’s interests to engage and motivate them
6. Use music and sounds to signal transition times
7. Have realistic expectations and give specific praise to children for listening well
8. Sing songs using props such as puppets 
9. Model the attention and listening skills you want to see: children are always  

watching us, are you a good example of someone who attends and listens?

If you are concerned about a child’s attention and listening skills and would like further 
advice, the national charity ICAN has an enquiry service.  Call 020 7843 2544 to arrange 
a free phone call from one of their speech and language therapists, or you can email 
your questions to help@ican.org.uk. 

Attention and listening skills in the  
Early Years

By Kathryn Stinton

Kathryn is a specialist early years teacher and trainer who has worked with children for nearly 25 
years, including 10 years as an Area SENCO. She is a licensed Tutor for ICAN Talk Boost as well as 
an ELKLAN Speech and Language Trainer.  She regularly writes and delivers courses for early years 
practitioners on all aspects of SEN.  You can follow her on Twitter @kathrynstinton2 find her on  
Facebook or visit her website for more information.

mailto:help%40ican.org.uk?subject=


It is widely written that touch is the first sense to develop and the last to fade. The sense 
of touch is how we make sense of everything; it helps us to learn, protects us from 
danger and creates our bonds with others.

The tongue, lips and fingertips are the most touch sensitive parts of the body. Each 
fingertip has 3,000 touch receptors which respond to pressure. Nerves carry thousands 
of signals to the brain every second, helping us to determine in an instant what is hot or 
cold; smooth or rough; wet or dry, for instance. As the brain experiences more and more 
of the same touch, it filters what is important and our learned behaviour adjusts, for 
example, we are not constantly conscious of clothes against our skin.

Lisa Lane launched Sensory Scenes in 2014 with the aim to provide themed bags of fun for play, 
exploring and learning. With three boys of her own, she is passionate about children being able to 
manipulate, explore and use their imagination. Sensory Scenes’ themed bags are perfect for  
individual play, sensory tray play and  themed subject planning.

Follow Sensory Scenes on Facebook, on Twitter @sensoryscenes, visit the website  or  
email lisa@sensoryscenes.co.uk

Touch makes us happy

Touch stimulates the release of endorphins, which is why when a child hurts themselves, 
quite often a cuddle will make them better! Affectionate touch affects the physical, mental 
and emotional wellbeing of children. 

The term ‘failure to thrive syndrome’ was coined in the early 1950s when infants  
separated from their birth mother often died or struggled to develop properly. Harry 
Harlow, a psychologist in the 1950s, conducted a study of the effects of isolation on infant 
monkeys. The young monkeys were separated from their parents and offered ‘surrogate’ 
mothers. One was made of wire and came with a bottle of milk and the other was made 
of wood covered in soft cloth, without a milk bottle. The monkeys clung to the soft cloth 
covered mother for hours ignoring the desire for food. The conclusion was that the desire 
for touch is stronger than the basic need for such things as food. The consensus still  
remains that affection is necessary for an individual’s proper development.

Touch and learn

‘For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing  
them’ - Aristotle

How true this statement becomes when we think about the day-to-day lives of the  
children we care for! Children are much more engaged if they are involved physically in 
their learning. Talking to a child about bears hibernating in winter is not as engaging as 
getting the children to create a den to hibernate in whilst dressed as furry bears or  
describing what a snake skin feels like as opposed to letting the children touch one  
for themselves!

The world at our fingertips

Touch and feel bags can be used creatively for all sorts of learning at whatever age and 
stage the child is at - use them for describing games using shape and texture, themed 
learning or just for fun. By allowing the children to get their hands on the subject they are 
learning about, the opportunity for trial and error, learning from mistakes and developing 
problem solving skills is invaluable. Create a sensory nature walk using individual trays of 
grass, mud, sand, leaves, chippings and water; this is a fantastic way for getting children 
to use describing words for the different sensations, allows them new experiences and is 
lots of fun! 

‘Tell me and I will forget. Show me and I may remember. Involve me and I will
understand’ - Chinese proverb attributed to Confucius

Sensory spotlight - Touch
By Lisa Lane



The importance of fibre

The latest National Diet and Nutrition 
Survey data (2014) highlighted the lack 
of fibre consumed in the UK diet. With 
recommendations to increase our current 
intakes, it’s useful to know a little about 
why it’s important, the role it plays and how 
to increase consumption in a child’s diet.

What’s fibre?

Fibre constitutes the cell wall of plants, 
which provides them with their support and 
structure. It is a carbohydrate comprised 
of different sugars, which are indigestible 
to humans. It passes through the small 
intestines relatively intact and is principally 
fermented in the large intestine by our gut 
bacteria. It supports our digestive bacterial 
ecosystem and its by products of gases 
and short-chain fatty acids are also used 
for energy. Aside from playing a huge role 
in our digestive health it also plays a 
significant part in our overall health and 
vitality, including our immunity. 

There are many different types of dietary 
fibre, which are primarily described as 
soluble and insoluble. All plant foods such 
as fruit, vegetables, nuts, seeds and beans 
all contain a variable amount of 
different fibres.

Types of soluble fibre include: inulin, 
beta-glucans, mucilage and pectin, which 
are found in fruit, lentils, oats, beans and 
vegetables. This fibre can slow the passage 
of food through the digestive system,
ncrease a feeling of fullness and help 
control blood sugar levels. 

Insoluble fibre such as cellulose and lignins 
found in nuts, flax, rye, seeds and some 
vegetables add volume to stools by holding 
water and improving transit time. This can 
significantly reduce the risk of constipation, 
which is a common childhood condition 
that can affect 30% of school age children. 

An increase of fibre has also been linked to 
reduced risk of many chronic diseases such 
as diabetes, heart disease and cancer, 
therefore the importance of a high fibre diet 
should not be overlooked.

The importance of fibre By Katharine Tate

The Food Teacher, Katharine Tate, has worked as a 
teacher and education consultant internationally in 
primary and secondary schools for over 20 years. 

Qualified as a registered nutritional therapist,  
Katharine, combines her unique education and  
nutrition expertise to offer schools, organisations 
and families advice, education programmes, 
practical workshops, and individual/family clinical 
consultations. She has also published 2 books: 
‘Heat-Free & Healthy’ and ‘No Kitchen Cookery  
or Primary Schools’.

For more information, visit her Facebook page, 
follow her on Twitter or email her at thefoodteache-
ruk@gmail.com

Visit www.thefoodteacher.co.uk for more low sugar 
recipe ideas and subscribe to The Food Teacher 
newsletter.

How to talk fibre with children

Helping children to understand the benefits of fibre can be challenging but a story can 
always help. ‘The Story of the Little Mole Who Knew it was None of His Business’ and ‘It 
Hurts When I Poop! a Story for Children Who Are Scared to Use the Potty’ can be great 
starting points for a discussion that creates much hilarity amongst children. There are 
several other stories available on the markets, which help to create a link between diet 
and going to the toilet, which is the key message.

Some high fibre foods to encourage children to consume at snack/lunchtime

1. Raw fruit with the skin - apple, pear, plum, peach
2. Berries with seeds - raspberries, strawberries
3. Raw tomatoes, carrots, cucumber, celery
4. Popcorn
5. Seeds - handful of seeds with fruit
6. Oats - porridge for breakfast, flapjacks (Oat and Banana Bites)
7. Whole wheat products - pasta, bread
8. Dried fruit - dates and apricots (Coco-Choc Mousse)
9. Make smoothies - use a range of raw fruit/seeds (Blueberry Smoothie, Coconut 

Strawberry Smoothie)
10. Beans and cocktail sticks - for snack time try a range of beans from butter beans, 

kidney and cannelloni

Please note it’s also important to increase fibre gradually in the diet, as too much too 
quickly can cause gas and bloating and also increase water consumption. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-diet-and-nutrition-survey-results-from-years-1-to-4-combined-of-the-rolling-programme-for-2008-and-2009-to-2011-and-2012
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-diet-and-nutrition-survey-results-from-years-1-to-4-combined-of-the-rolling-programme-for-2008-and-2009-to-2011-and-2012
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/boost-immunity/
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/cutting-down-on-sugar/
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/recipes/banana-and-oat-bites/
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/recipes/coco-choc-mousse/
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/recipes/blueberry-power-punch-smoothie/
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/recipes/coconut-strawberry-smoothie/
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/recipes/coconut-strawberry-smoothie/
http://www.thefoodteacher.co.uk/is-water-on-tap/


Hands-on learning experiences offer a tactile engagement with art which is usually 
lacking in a gallery visit or flip-through a book. Physical experiences of the textures, as 
well as the scents and sounds, of the materials and processes involved in making art are 
invaluable. Such play opportunities contribute to the development of a rich sensory 
language - providing experiences for children to recall later when engaged in other 
projects. I really believe texture focused activities are essential for any early years art 
curriculum, not least because they:

1. allow children freedom to explore varied materials without a predefined outcome;
2. enable discovery of new and surprising effects, both visual and tactile;
3. extend aesthetic experience beyond the realm of the visible;
4. broaden vocabulary as children encounter and learn to identify differences in  

texture - rough, smooth, soft, hard, lumpy, runny, slimy, prickly etc.

Focusing on touch

Learning experiences that include different textures are also ideal when planning for a 
group that includes children with particular additional needs. I regularly visit an early 
years setting in which one of the pre-school children has a severe visual impairment. 
For him, art activities must appeal to more than the sense of sight and any examples or 
demonstrations shown at the start of an art session require a tactile element.

A great many artists have led the way in using unusual materials in their work and 
 there is a great wealth of art to be inspired by when planning texture focused 
learning experiences.

One of my favourite explorations of texture is inspired by the works of such artists as  
Dieter Roth, Richard Long and Janine Antoni who famously use such unconventional  
materials as mud, chocolate and soap to create their artworks. 

Exploring texture in early years art
By Matthew Kay

Exploring combinations

The children can work on sheets of thick white paper, card board or even canvas,  
making marks and mixtures from a selection of dry, powdery resources that have  
distinct textures - materials like: cocoa powder, soil, glitter, flour, sand, porridge oats, 
instant coffee, salt. PVA glue mixed with a little water can be used to bind these 
together into paint, which the children can mix themselves by dipping their brushes  
first in the glue, then in their chosen “powder” before spreading it on their page. 

Some children will spend a good hour smearing wet sticky mud all over their paper or 
making a lumpy mixture of glitter, glue and porridge, observing how the textures change 
with the addition of more glue/water or other resources. Hopefully a few will notice that 
the cocoa and the coffee give their paintings a particular fragrance and inevitably many 
of them will enjoy spreading the whole mess around with their hands! There’s plenty to 
talk about when exploring all the combinations you can make with these materials.

Using textured tools

To include other senses, print making can be explored using a variety of household  
objects as printing blocks. Differently textured tools - potato mashers, meat tenderisers, 
combs and scrubbing brushes - all print different patterns when dipped in paint and 
pressed onto paper. They also all make different noises when tapped (or bashed) on  
the paper. When I brought this activity to the setting mentioned above, what was an  
exploration of cause and effect, positioning, pattern or representation for many in the 
pre-school group became a fascinating experience of noisy painting for their blind  
friend, who particularly enjoyed mark-making with the meat tenderiser.

Matthew Kay is an artist educator specialising in Early Years. Alongside making his own work he facilitates  
contemporary art inspired learning experiences for nurseries and pre-schools in South West London as Eyes 
Pie Arts (eyespiearts.com).  

http://www.eyespiearts.com


Gain more hours during the week to enrich children’s 
learning opportunities. 

Abacus takes the pain out of routine administration tasks 
which take up too much time from your week.

Abacus Nursery  
Management Software

parenta.com/abacus-nursery-management-software


