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April

The roofs are shining from the rain,
The sparrows twitter as they fly,

And with a windy April grace
The little clouds go by.

Yet the backyards are bare and brown
With only one unchanging tree
I could not be so sure of Spring

Save that it sings in me.

by Sara Teasdale



7 ways to upskill your team on a budget 1. Train staff in other areas

Make sure you give your staff members 
the opportunity to do learn how to do tasks 
which don’t directly relate to their role, but 
are helpful to the business as a whole. So, 
make sure everyone knows how to answer 
the phone, book in a show round or take 
down parents’ details from a new enquiry.

2. Ask about free software training 

If you use nursery management software, 
ask if your software provider offers free 
training for their customers. If you use 
Abacus, you and your staff can all have 
face-to-face training at the Parenta head 
office at no extra cost. You’ll even get 
lunch and drinks given to you for free! 

3. Start up skill-sharing sessions

Once a month, hold a workshop for all 
your staff where one person shares their 
skills or knowledge on a topic of their 
choice relating to childcare. This is a good 
way to capitalise on existing skills that 
people have within your team. 

4. Open up your setting to new classes

Gauge parents’ interest in classes for their 
children (such as dance or music-making) 
for a small additional cost. Then, if a 
certain activity is popular, you can book 
these in on a trial basis. As well as 
benefitting your children, your practitioners 
will be able to learn a lot from taking 
part in these sessions.  

5. Ask what training is needed

When it comes to reviewing your staff 
member’s performance, ask them whether 
they think they need any specific training to 
help them in their role. You may be able to 
pair them up with an existing staff member 
to show them how to do something they’d 
really like to learn.

6. Check out your local council’s website

Visit your local council’s website to see 
what free courses they offer which may be 
beneficial for staff at your setting. If there’s 
a particular type of training that you’re 
looking for which you can’t find, it would 
be worthwhile getting in contact with them 
as they normally run different courses 
throughout the year. 

7. Explore short courses 

Why not consider signing up your staff for 
an online short course? These types of 
courses are really good for CPD and can 
be completed from the comfort of home. 
Parenta offer courses covering promoting 
creativity, managing risk, observing 
children and much more!  

Looking to sign up your staff for childcare 
training? We can help!

Broadening the knowledge base of your employees is very beneficial to your business. 
Investing in training for your staff will help unlock their potential and give them more 
confidence in their abilities. Regular training is also vital to help your team stay 
up-to-date with best practice so they can provide children with the best quality of care. 

However, it’s not always possible to set aside a big budget to do this. So, we explore 8 
interesting ways you can help upskill your employees (without breaking the bank!). 

http://www.parenta.com/getting-qualified/
http://www.parenta.com/getting-qualified/
http://www.parenta.com/getting-qualified/


5 essential questions to ask before buying 
nursery management software

Investing in nursery management software can have a lot of benefits for your setting - 
from cutting down on your invoicing time; to making it easier to keep track of children’s 
data and even automating room movements.  However, introducing new technology into 
your setting can also be a daunting prospect, especially if you’re worried about how your 
staff will take to it.

When you decide to make the move to nursery management software, you need to find 
a software provider who will put your mind at rest by being able to answer the following 
questions satisfactorily:

Do you have case studies from 
other customers? 

Go to the company’s website and find 
out whether there are any case studies 
which have been published about 
other customers’ experiences of using their 
nursery management software. Pick up 
on what’s been said about how quick and 
simple the initial set-up process was and 
what kind of support they’ve received since 
they started using the software.  

Can I have a free demonstration of 
the software?

This is your chance to see the product in 
action, without yet committing to buy it. All 
good software providers will offer a free, no 
obligation demonstration of their product. 
This demonstration will also give you the 
opportunity to ask questions about the 
software and how it could be adapted to 
work in your setting. 

What level of support do you offer?

Whilst customer support is really important 
in the early stages of using new software, 
make sure you choose a company who 
will continue to offer you support for the 
lifetime use of the product. If you use 
Abacus, Parenta’s customer care team is 
on hand to offer support from 8am-8pm 
Monday to Friday. This makes it easier to 
seek help when your setting is 
much quieter. 

How can the software be personalised for 
my requirements?

When you buy software like Abacus, 
Parenta’s friendly customer care team will 
talk to you about your requirements for 
things like your rooms, age bands and 
fees. Then, when the system is released, it 
will be configured for your needs and ready 
to use. It can also be updated in the future 
when new industry changes are introduced 
or when your business grows.

Do you offer free training for me 
and my staff?

Find out whether your chosen software 
provider offers free training throughout the 
year. When you buy Abacus, not only will 
you benefit from telephone support, but 
you and your team can attend free 
face-to-face training sessions which run 
at Parenta’s head office. Lunch and drinks 
will be provided for you on the day, too! 

Abacus nursery management software
Find out how a nursery system can change your setting!

Book your free online demo

http://www.parenta.com/abacus-nursery-management-software/
http://www.parenta.com/abacus-nursery-management-software/


Meet Wayne Johnson, one of  
our childcare assessors!

How did you start working with children?

I started off as a voluntary youth worker for 
YMCA in Whitecross Street, Islington. I didn’t 
have any formal childcare qualifications, so 
felt this was a great way to get into 
another career. 

When a part-time holiday worker role 
came up at an adventure playground, 
the experience I’d had at the YMCA helped 
me to get the job. I eventually became a 
Senior Play Leader at the same adventure 
playground where I was able to gain 
Levels 2 & 3 in Playwork.

How did you become an assessor?

My first assessing opportunity came when 
my Level 3 Playwork tutor invited me to his 
company as a trainee assessor. I’ve never 
looked back and now have 7 years 
experience in this field of work!

More recently, being made redundant at
my previous employment led me to look 
for a company and role that would suit 
my desire to work from home and be 
flexible with my diary. That’s when I found 
Parenta. Parenta attracted me because 
of its focus and passion for all things 
childcare. I was particularly impressed 
with the charity work they did in Africa, 
building schools for young children.

Parenta published a guest article recently about the importance of male role models in 
childcare. Following on from that, we thought we’d shine the spotlight on one of our new 
recruits, Wayne, who is a male childcare assessor and father of 3. Here, he tells us more 
about his experience working in childcare and what his current role involves. 

What is your day-to-day workload like?

As an assessor, my daily work consists 
of organising my workload and managing 
my case load. The responsibility for setting 
up my day is mine and it encourages me 
to be professional and trustworthy. 
Communication is a key part of the role 
and a lot of my time is spent responding 
to emails and making calls.

However, the most important part of the role 
I would say is progressing learners through 
their qualification. This means regular visits, 
setting and marking tasks, teaching and 
learning, administration and monitoring of 
their portfolios.

What do you enjoy most about the role?

I enjoy the role because it allows me to be 
out and about, rather than being stagnant 
in one place. I get to meet so many new 
people and be the person who takes them 
on a learning journey. Above all, I enjoy the 
freedom and sense of control I feel when 
managing my own work and timetable - 
it’s like being self employed but with the 
security and benefits of being employed.

Would you recommend this career to 
other men?

If any men are considering working in 
childcare, this role is definitely worth 
looking at. Especially those with childcare 
experience looking to progress their 
careers - this is a step up that ladder which 
so many men are keen to climb. I’ve found it 
a very rewarding career path so far. 

Childcare Assessor Award 

Help childcarers give their best back 
to children

FIND OUT MORE



10 ways to reduce your business costs

Few issues are causing more of a headache for early years providers at the moment 
than the government’s pledge to deliver 30 hours free childcare, with only 45% of 
nurseries likely to be able to deliver this according to a national survey of 485 
nurseries by the NDNA.

April 2016 will also mark the introduction of the National Living Wage for employees 
aged 25 or older. This will significantly affect childcare providers by increasing their 
costs by over £900 per year for each employee affected.

In anticipation of these changes, we’ve come up with 10 ways to help reduce your costs 
in other areas of your childcare business.

5. Eliminate finance charges

Are you spending money unnecessarily 
on things like late payments on loans, 
overdraft penalties and credit card 
processing fees? By staying on top of 
your bills and paying them when they’re 
due, you can save on these costs. Easier 
said than done - with parents paying you 
late! This being the case, automated fee 
collection can make sure you always get 
paid on time.

6. Think of ways to make use of 
existing skills

Rather than paying for guest speakers 
to visit your setting, why not ask parents 
to come and share their knowledge? If 
you have children from a diverse range 
of cultural backgrounds, you could invite 
parents to come and talk about their 
traditions and celebrations. If any parents 
work in interesting professions like dentist 
or firefighter, they could come and talk to 
the children about what they do.

7. Consider charging extra for meals

The NDNA have stated that the average 
nursery absorbs a loss of about £34,000 
a year due to the funding gap, with 89% 
of nurseries making a loss on free places. 
The current funding rate also doesn’t 
cover food provision, so many nurseries 
are absorbing this cost themselves. Rather 
than trying to plug the shortfall, you could 
consider charging this cost to parents. 
Alternatively, you could give parents the 
option of sending their child in with a 
packed lunch.

8. Buy used office equipment  
and furniture

If you don’t need to buy new equipment, 
then you could consider scouring sites like 
Craigslist, Gumtree or eBay to buy items 
for your office or staff room. As long as it’s 
functional and in good working condition, 
there’s nothing wrong with buying 
something second hand and you could 
save yourself hundreds of pounds in 
the process!

9. Recycle and reuse materials

Tissue boxes, string, newspapers, coloured 
foil and egg boxes are all great materials 
which can be used for craft activities or 
open-ended play. Think creatively and 
never throw anything away that you can 
find a second use for. If you have a 
particular craft activity in mind e.g for 
Easter, appeal to parents to donate any 
items you think you’ll need.

10 Get your staff on board with 
energy saving

You can save an average of £78 a year 
by turning off appliances and office 
equipment when not in use and £240 a 
year by switching to energy efficient 
lightbulbs. Put notices up in your staff room 
and kitchen as helpful reminders to save 
energy or water whenever possible - it all 
adds up over the weeks and months!

1. Review your energy bills

It’s estimated that the average UK SME 
(small to medium enterprise) spends 
around £3,000 each year on energy bills. 
Diarise when your energy contracts are up 
for review in plenty of time, so that you can 
look around for a cheaper provider. If your 
renewal date is a long time away, call your 
existing provider and ask them to help you 
find a way to cut your costs today.

2. Move to paperless

We’ve had nurseries reporting that they 
can end up spending between £400 and 
£2000 a year on their printing costs. 
Moving to paperless assessment can 
help you cut back on these costs and also 
reduce the time that staff members are 
out of the room, as all the information for 
children’s learning journals can be 
captured using a tablet device.

3. Appeal to parents

If you’d like to increase the number of 
books in your nursery’s library, ask parents 
if they would donate any of their children’s 
unwanted or outgrown books so that other 
children may enjoy them instead. Parents 
are normally more than happy to help out 
in ways like these.

4. Don’t pay to advertise job vacancies

If you have a job vacancy at your setting, 
why not advertise it online for free? If you 
have a social media page like Facebook, 
you could post details of the role on there 
and ask parents to spread the word for you 
by sharing your post. You could also pin 
up a notice on your information board for 
visitors to see.

Paperless Assessment 
- is it worth it? 

http://jobs.parenta.com


Purposeful Observation and Assessment 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.

My favourite section of the Statutory Framework for the EYFS is section 2, paragraph 2.2 
which states:

Assessment should not entail prolonged breaks from interaction with children, nor 
require excessive paperwork.  Paperwork should be limited to that which is absolutely 
necessary to promote children’s successful learning and development.

When I was an Area SENCO, I sometimes visited settings where practitioners spent a 
great deal of time writing observations of children. I had often been called into these
settings due to concerns about children’s behaviour and when I sat on the floor, children 
swarmed towards me because they were thrilled that someone was going to play with 
them instead of writing. 

Purposeful observation and assessment is about balance. Interaction with children is 
what’s most important in our settings, so we need to think of ways that enable us to do 
this as well as monitor children’s progress.

Top tips

1. Gather relevant information when a child starts at your setting

We know (quite rightly) that OFSTED are focusing on children’s starting points - what  
their level of development is when they arrive at your setting. The best way to accurately 
discover this is through parents as they are the experts on their child.  Consider  
completing the Every Child a Talker Monitoring Tool with parents as this will promote 
useful discussion.  It’s helpful to ask all parents to bring in their child’s child health book 
(commonly referred to as the red book) as this will give you information about health  
visitor developmental checks and any concerns.  It’s important not to raise parents’ 
anxiety but to explain why this information is useful and how you will use it to ensure 
you meet their child’s needs.  If parents choose not to show you the book that’s their 
choice but in my experience most parents will be happy to share it.  

2. Observe the child’s play

The development of play is very closely 
linked to the development of a child’s 
understanding of language, which is why 
it’s so important to play alongside children. 
For example, a typically developing 18 - 24 
month old should be able to recognise and 
play with miniature toys.  Before they reach 
this stage of development, they might try to 
stack doll’s house furniture or cars or line 
them up as they don’t realise what they 
represent.  36 months is when play 
becomes more imaginative and children 
will enjoy dressing up and becoming 
different characters. At 48 months, children 
will enjoy playing with others and their play 
is a delight to observe as it becomes 
more complex. 

Rather than completing a long narrative 
observation as children play, write down 
their spontaneous speech over a 5 minute 
period.  This will provide you with evidence 
of their developing vocabulary, how they 
engage with the resources on offer and 
each other. 

3.  Collaborate

We all notice different aspects of a child’s 
development, so it can be beneficial to 
meet at least every two months with your 
colleagues to discuss each child’s progress.  
Use the EYFS Early Years Outcomes or your 
Local Authority trackers but remember that 
every child is different and it’s important 
to take into account their previous 
experiences.  If you’re a childminder, 
meeting up with other childminders to 
share the information you gather is an 
effective way to develop your practice but 
remember the importance of confidentiality. 

4.  Focus

It’s vital to know why and what you’re 
observing.  What will the information tell 
you about this child that you don’t already 
know? Think about the best time to observe 
the child to find out the information you 
need. For example, it wouldn’t be 
appropriate to observe a child during 
story time if you’ve got concerns about 
their fine motor skills. If possible, ask for an 
additional member of staff to release you 
for a short period of time so you can focus 
on observing the child without any 
distractions.  Once you have the 
information, how will you use it to benefit 
the child and how will you share it with 
parents so everyone is working together?  

Finally, remember the words of Rear 
Admiral Grace Hopper who famously said, 
“The most dangerous phrase in the English 
language is we’ve always done it this way.”  
If your observation and assessment 
system isn’t working for you or your 
children then it needs to change.  I’m 
proud to be a member of NEYTCO 
(National Early Years Trainers and 
Consultants) which is a community interest 
company. They publish a list of providers 
who welcome visitors, so this could be a 
great way to develop your practice further. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335504/EYFS_framework_from_1_September_2014__with_clarification_note.pdf
http://www.foundationyears.org.uk/2011/10/every-child-a-talker-child-monitoring-tool/
http://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2012/03/Early_Years_Outcomes.pdf
http://neytco.co.uk/professional-development/providers/


Chandler Burr wrote in The Emperor of 
Scent: A True Story of Perfume and 
Obsession, ‘The human nose is also the 
main organ which accounts for 90% of 
taste, which is why we struggle to taste 
when we are congested.’

Our sense of smell is so remarkable that 
it is widely reported a newborn baby can 
identify its mother’s breast milk from that 
of another.

A recent tour of a chocolate factory 
included experimenting with how the taste 
of chocolate changes if you hold your nose 
whilst eating. The children used all of their 
other senses first - smelling the chocolate, 
hearing the chocolate snap, seeing the 
shine on the chocolate, feeling the 
chocolate in their mouths and finally 
tasting, although this wasn’t as exciting 
once they held their noses!

Try using a similar experiment with 
different food items by getting the children 
to describe the texture as well as the smell 
and taste. This is an excellent mindfulness 
technique too, as the child is concentrating 
on specific senses.  Always get parental 
permission and check for food allergies.

Smell can affect our mood and how 
we react, too. A study at the University 
of the Netherlands found that a hint of 
aroma wafting out of a hidden bucket of 
citrus-scented cleaner was enough to 
persuade students to clean, even though 
the majority hadn’t even registered the 
smell (Psychological Science).

Incorporating scent into play trays is an 
easy and effective way to create another 
element of play for the children. Freshly cut 
grass in the dinosaur tray, flowers in the 
fairy garden or herbs in the farmer’s 
yard - all can generate associations 
and memories for the future.

We have about 1,000 scent cell receptors 
that send messages to the brain, creating 
memory recollections and associations with 
trillions of smells we encounter during our 
lifetime.  Each time we experience a 
new smell, we create a smell conditioned 
response as the brain forges a link with the 
event, person or moment. For example, the 
smell of chlorine is linked to a swimming 
pool, the smell of cut grass to the start of 
spring. Smell is strongly linked to emotion 
recollections too - I am sure you can think 

of smells that take you back to your 
childhood, places you have visited or 
events in your life.

An excellent activity with the children is to 
create some scent pots using fragrances 
they have been exposed to recently, this 
can be done with herbs, fruits or flowers 
for instance. 

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

Sensory spotlight - Smell
By Lisa Lane

Smell memories

Taste the smell

Smell the mood



Interactions:

The function of potassium is closely 
related to sodium. If sodium levels are 
increased, perhaps through dietary 
sources such as shellfish, processed 
foods and added table salt, increasing 
potassium levels can be beneficial to help 
maintain stable blood pressure. Studies 
suggest the ratio of these two nutrients is 
an important factor for health and whilst 
sodium has an important role to play in 
controlling water in the body, acid/alkali 
balance and muscle contraction most 
people generally have too much.

Why it’s important for children:

Since potassium levels have been 
closely linked to our risk of cardiovascular 
disease, stroke and coronary heart 
disease, encouraging children to get into 
the habit of eating foods high in it may 
also help keep their health, especially their 
blood pressure, in check as they age.

Food sources:

Potassium is commonly found in a whole 
variety of unrefined foods, especially fruits 
and vegetables. Processed foods contain 
considerably less potassium and often high 
levels of sodium. Foods containing high 
levels include:

Bananas
Oranges
Tomatoes
Chard
Mushrooms
Fennel
Beetroot

Actions for Early Years: 

Introduce young children to the role their 
heart plays in their body, the impact of 
foods they eat, and also the importance of 
exercise. Demonstrating that you can feel 
your heart beat by touching your chest and 
by also feeling for a pulse. There are also 
some great monitors which allow you to 
show heart rate visibly which are certainly 
used as children progress into 
Primary School. 

Talking about foods to protect our 
heart beat can also be discussed and 
encouraging children to eat a variety of 
fruit and vegetables daily.

Encouraging children to develop an 
understanding about the importance of 
potassium, including good source-rich fruit 
and vegetables can help to support their 
development and may well also impact on 
their long-term health into adulthood.

Why is potassium so important for 
our health?

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 thefood-
teacheruk@gmail.com

Potassium like all other minerals has a specific role in the body 
and works alongside other nutrients to support our optimal
health. The World Health  Organisation published 
recommendations for both adults and children in 2012, 
suggesting an increase in potassium rich foods may reduce the 
risk of cardiovascular disease, stroke and coronary 
heart disease as adults. So what does potassium 
do, where do we find it and how can we 
teach children about its importance?

What it does:

Potassium is an essential mineral and like many others it helps the body to build 
protein and use carbohydrates. It’s primary role as an electrolyte, alongside sodium 
and chloride helps to conduct electrical charges in the body stimulating our nerves and 
muscles - therefore directly impacting on our heart health and nervous system. If levels of 
potassium become too high or low there is a direct impact on heartbeat and blood 
pressure. It also plays a significant role in bone health as it affects the amount of 
calcium in the bones. Low levels of potassium have also been linked to fatigue, irritability 
and confusion.



Again, again!

By Tamsin Grimmer 

Tamsin Grimmer is an experienced early
years consultant and trainer and parent 
who is passionate about young children’s 
learning and development. She believes that 
all children deserve practitioners who are 
inspiring, dynamic, reflective and committed 
to improving on their current best. Tamsin 
particularly enjoys planning and delivering 
training and supporting early years 
practitioners and teachers to improve 
outcomes for young children.

How repeated experiences enable learning to take place

Have you ever thought about how we learn, not just the characteristics of effective 
learning which are part of our EYFS curriculum, but how learning actually takes place in 
our brains?

I like to think about how our brains make connections, or synapses are formed, as 
if someone walks through a grassy field that no one has walked through before.  A 
connection is made, you can see where the footsteps have pressed down the grass, 
but it is not permanent.  If we were to walk along that pathway through the field again 
and again, the grass would disappear and a clear pathway would emerge.  Through 
repetition this path has become permanent. It’s the same for us when we learn 
something. The first time we experience something our brains respond to the sensory 
stimuli and we make connections between our neurons, our brain cells. When we 
repeat this experience, we forge this connection and it becomes permanent.  

It’s that moment when Sarah, a happy 
two year old, brings you the same book 
that you have already read many times 
that day and wants you to read it again!  
You groan, roll your eyes and try to direct 
her to a different book.  But actually, 
reading the same book again is exactly 
what her little brain needs to make those 
connections and forge those links. She is 
learning through repeated experiences.

Or Charlie, the 18 month old who displays 
behaviour that could be called schematic, 
when he drops his cup again and again 
and plays that game when you pick up the 
cup and give it back where he immediately 
throws it to the floor again!  This repeated 
behaviour, this trajectory schema, is 
actually all about learning. He is learning 
through repeated experiences.

It is also about Amiya who loves to sing 
and dance and requests the ‘turtle song’ 
again. You have sung this several times 
already during the session and are 
beginning to find it tedious, but she is 
determined to sing it for the nth time!  She 
is learning through repeated experiences. 

So read that same book again, pick up the 
cup again and sing the turtle song again!  
Remember that it is through these repeated 
experiences that learning takes place.

Let’s think about what this means in terms of young children…  



Build closer relationships with parents

Do you know the true cost of not having a  
childcare website?

Find Out!

Childcare Websites

parenta.com/websites

http://www.parenta.com/2016/03/04/do-you-know-the-true-cost-of-not-having-a-childcare-website/
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