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Newsletter
Dear parents and friends of Cowgate,
After a short consultation with parents we have decided to reissue our monthly newsletter. If you would like anything added
to the monthly newsletter please do send the information to
either June @ june.grahan@cowgate-nur.edin.sch.uk or myself –
lynn.mcnair@cowgate-nur.edin.sch.uk Or, if you would like to
change the format of the newsletter please do let us know.

This newsletter brings an introduction to Cara in our ‘Meet the
Team’ section. Cara works in the room the children call ‘the big
room’; the next session looks at transition and transitional
objects; our everyday information includes information about
buggy storage, kit list requirements and so on; research section
shares information on my recent conference, EECERA.
We also have some dates for your diary, including our Autumnal
Evening.

Meet the Team - Cara
Which part of Cowgate’s ethos do you feel most passionate about?
The way that children are treated as respected people in the here and now. I’ve worked
in quite a few nurseries and this is so rare. I also like the fact that the children can all
mix together, rather than being segregated by age. And that practitioners are not
expected to micro-manage children’s experiences, learning and development. And that
children (and adults) can always get outside and move around…and Stickland…it’s
impossible to choose one element!

What’s you top handy hint for treating children
as creative and productive people?
Slowing everything down. We are always so
rushed in our daily lives, but Cowgate offers an
opportunity to take our time and truly listen to
each other.

What’s your favourite way to spend the
weekend?
Sleeping! And anything that gets me outside. Up
until recently, my weekends were spent at the
office finishing my PhD thesis (now finished). It
was not the best way to spend my time!

What is your funniest Cowgate story?
I invited some children to do the recycling
recently. After we left I realised that I didn’t
actually know where the recycling was, other
than on the Grassmarket

If you could choose any
holiday destination, where
would it be and why?
Anywhere with a beach and
some peace and quiet, where
my partner and I can read and
swim and there is no email.
My thesis would not be
invited along.

What would you Desert
Island disc be?
That’s a hard one! Right now I
would choose the cast
recording
of
the
play
Hamilton, which I have been
listening to non-stop since
Christmas.

What would you put in ‘Room 101’?
Donald Trump. Is there space in there for his ego?

Transitions
This is an interesting and sometimes unsettling period for our children as
children settle into Cowgate.
Children may, at this time, bring a transitional object from home (for interest
see Winnicott, D.W. (1971) that a transitional object is often a substitute for a
very important person in a child’s life. The object keeps the child in touch
with the important person. It is, according to Winnicott an ‘almost
inseparable part of the infant’ (Winnicott, 1971:9). Children may use these
transitional objects as a sense of security and comfort in stressful situations.
Some children may move through the transition process with great
enthusiasm embracing the change while others may find the passage stormy.
Therefore children may find comfort bringing a transitional object into the
centre. We will respect this.

Everyday information
Buggies…
Please use the buggy store whenever possible. The buggy store can be located in the
garden. If you cannot park your buggy in the buggy store please remember to bring a
cover for your buggy as all buggies have to be stowed in the buggy store or in the
garden. Thank you for your assistance with this.

Kit List…
June has just handed out an envelope to all parents that includes a ‘kit
list’. Please can you review and respond to this.

On Wednesday 26th October, we will be having an autumnal evening in the Centre to which all
parents, families and friends are invited. There will be entertainment provided by one of our
parents and his band members, and it promises to be a great evening. Refreshments will be
available and tickets will be available at reception

Sink are an Edinburgh based band who make new music. Their part-improvised
instrumental album 'Ossicles' (violin, accordion, saxophones) was recently described by the
List as 'An impressive debut by a highly talented trio'. For this autumn gathering, the
members of Sink will make use of the tuned percussion in the garden at Cowgate to create a
unique performance especially for the assembled company. For more information about the
band please look to www.theplughole.org.

We thought you’d be interested in a wee update on what we’re up to
at the moment...
Yesterday we begin our 3rd Magical Woodland Walk project in
Craigmillar, Edinburgh....We are working with the children and staff
from Castleview, Niddriemill & St Francis Primary Schools. Our
'imaginary forest' workshops and CPD sessions aim to inspire creative
approaches to outdoor learning, using whatever outdoor space a
school has available (even if there is not a tree or flower in sight!)
We are committed to working with people that otherwise might not
have easy access to the arts & green space, and inspiring them to use
their local environment for outdoor learning, play and creativity...
This project has been made possible thanks to the kind support of
the Forestry Commission Scotland, Vegware, Polarn O. Pyret UK &
Ireland, Nairn's Oatcakes, Enterprise Car Club and last but not least
Rowanbank's wonderful team of very talented and committed
workshop facilitators, artists & performers.
Follow us on Facebook for regular (but not too regular!) updates.

Best wishes,
Lucy

Research
I attended the EECERA conference in Dublin last week. I thought you might like to know what the conference
covered. The following is my, very rough, notes.
The opening key note, Anne Looney, asked us to philosophically consider, ‘Where has ‘early childhood come
from?’ and ‘Where is it going?’
We were also asked to consider if we were ‘Imaginative Adventurers’ (which I am sure everyone at Cowgate
is!). Imaginative Adventurers are storytellers, as accomplices of song & verse, literature & drama. The key note
used Sahlberg (2011, 2015)’s work on Global Educational Reform Movement (GERM)
http://pasisahlberg.com/global-educational-reform-movement-is-here/. The Finnish education system has
remained quite uninfected to viruses of the ‘Global Educational Reform Movement’. And the reason given is
that of professional strength and the moral health of Finnish schools.

The GERM includes:
increased standardisation
• A narrowing of the curriculum – usually towards literacy and numeracy
• A scripted pedagogy (no experimentation / no mistakes approach to
learning
• Test based accountability for practitioners / teachers & schools
• Corporate management models for early years settings / schools
• Over emphasis on outcomes ‘by date’.
The question was asked ‘Are early years practitioners GERM free?’ – this is in
contrast to what Sahlberg calls the ‘virus’.

Hargreaves & Lo (2000)
argue
teachers
are
becoming:
• Catalysts
• Counterpoints and
• Casualties
(and
my
discussions with Trevor
would certainly suggest
this is true for some
teachers).

• "In these types of so-called " professionalism, " teachers become little more than recipe-following
operatives (Winch & Foreman-Peck, 2005) whose professional expertise is reduced to classroom
management and the technical aspects of teaching only. In the Australian context, teachers have been
“casualties " (Hargreaves & Lo, 2000, p. 173) of declining support, tighter controls, shrinking budgets,
intensified workloads, and standardisation. At the same time, they are under increasing pressure from
politicians and the community to be more accountable and to maintain standards (Sachs, 2001). "
The cure for the GERM is:
•
engagement
•
agency
•
relationship research
•
research

Anne Looney argued that ‘The Power of Early Childhood is still to
become unleashed through engagement, agency, relationships
and research.
She described engagement, agency, relationships and research of
as:
Engaged - motivated, having self-worth, leading their learning
(strategically).
Agency - Beyond voice in their learning (and this relates to Karen’s
earlier work) where children are actors in their learning.
Relationships – beyond the utopia of child-centeredness / the
relationship is moved from facilitation to co-construction.
Research – Inquiry - asking ourselves ‘what matters?’ ‘what
difference does it make?’ how can I improve?’ Evidence – ‘what
works?’ ‘what is the measureable effect?’ ‘how can I improve my
score?’.
A fundamental thing to ask oneself is ‘how do I improve?’ not just
‘how does this improve?’

I also attended a presentation on ‘Children’s Humour’. This presentation touched on when
children acted incongruously and employed scatology (a preoccupation with excrement or
obscenity). It was revealed (and this will not surprise you, I am sure), clowning is a social
tool, where children find their way and position in the early years environment. It can be a
positive thing (linked to higher order thinking). There are theories of ‘the absurd and
empowerment theory’ which you might wish to research. Bakhtin had a positive response
to the nature of laughter, he called this carnivalesque. This research highlights the
dichotomy between a sense of humour being a good thing and practitioners view of
humour. Some practitioners see the world differently, and some can view children’s
humour in non-positive ways. The presenter talked about ‘visual surplus’ seeing the world
differently (a Bakhtinian term) and Monologism and absolute truth – where there is only
one way to see things, they gave the example of children ‘clowning’ around at the dinner
table, and how, for some practitioners, this is an absolute ‘no, no’. Whereas others may
laugh along with the children. Bakhtin’s carnivalesque is based on folk humour and
laughter. Where children oppose the social hierarchy through:
- turning the world on its head
- rebellion and resistance
- grotesque ways of being
- clowning – fooling around
- celebrates the temporary
- abasement and degradation
Tallant (2015) has a paper on this ‘positive disregard’ if you are interested.
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13158-015-0134-0 This link has a list of very
useful references that could support knowledge in this area.
Tallant asks are practitioners willing / able to work towards a ‘Positive alternative vision to
children’s humour?’ This question is currently unanswered. As lunch is a pedagogical
activity she also asks ‘How important is social etiquette?

Another presentation looked at ‘trust’ and resolved to say that trusting children gives
them the courage to participate with other people and in oneself. Trust enables
children to act with confidence. The ultimate aim is to have children and adults
together side by side as co-constructors, jointly planning their lived lives. You may wish
to
research
Michael
Fulham
(2013)
Inspiring
Learning
work.
http://www.michaelfullan.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/3897.Rich_Seam_web.pdf

The presentation on ‘Learning Stories’ was the most inspiring seminar. This seminar showed footage of a
‘Centre of Innovation’ (a lovely title). Where ‘Threads of Inquiry’, ‘Uninterrupted Play’, ‘Growing a Sense of
Fair Mindedness with Each Other, and ‘Companionship’ (which was explained as a power shift where
children and adults were positioned as ‘side by side’). They talked of taking ‘No’ out of their vocabulary.
They reminded the audience that when the adults are curious it rubs off on children (this was drawn from
Carr’s (2007) work). https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/learning-stories/book235143
The presenter shared that it was about ‘pushing up from below, not the
weight from above.’
The presenter talked of
‘Making Learning Whole’.
Building on David Perkins
(2009) work. Perkins put
forward:
‘It’s never just routine, it
is about thinking about
who [what] you know
and pushing further. It
involves open-ended or ill
structured problems and
novel puzzling solutions.
It is never just problem
solving
it
involves
problem finding. It is not
just about right answers.
It involves explanation
and justification. It is not
emotionally flat.
It
involves
curiosity,
discovery,
creativity,
camaraderie’
(Perkins,
2009:29).

The most wonderful thing about this was the way the daily observations
were written. They included quotes from the child and were addressed
to the child.
‘My thoughts on your learning’
Dylan today you asked ‘Can you get me some more sellotape?’ I could see
you were busy at the gluing table. Actually you had been there for quite
some time (over one hour). You were very determined to build your
model. You were very engaged as you added lots of paper, you had
previously cut out; you had run out of sellotape as you were adding your
final piece. I responded by saying of course. I returned with a fresh roll
and you got to work on your model. This helped me understand that you
are a determined boy Dylan, one who has a plan and follows it through. It
was a pleasure watching you at work.
One observation talked of observing the child painting, it was poetic…
‘….moving the brush to the rhythm of your ideas…’
Dear Dennis,
The other day….
In the narratives shared the children were viewed as immensely
powerful, rich and able.
‘How can we grow this learning together?’ – e.g., the learning story has
questions that prompt the practitioner.

There are also sections:
‘Ways of Knowing’ this includes children’s potential, where they have come from, a time for growth,
the child comes to understand what they have learned. The child is part of the family and the family is
part of the child.
‘Ways of Being’ life spirit, potential with which the child is born, and the force of energy of the child.
‘Ways of Doing?’ learning and teaching.

The following quote was shared:
Adding wings to caterpillars does
not create butterflies. It creates
awkward
and
dysfunctional
caterpillars.
Butterflies
are
created through transformation.
Stephanie Pace Marshall

Practitioners are encouraged to consider ‘What do I
need to find out?’ ‘What do we know collectively
about the child?’ ‘What actually got learned?’
It was said – when families find out you are building on
the learning from home – families engage more. From
the personal narratives parents know you care deeply
about their child.

And
Another quote was
shared from Ralph
Marston:

Another link we were asked to pursue:
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/may02/vol59/num08/The-ChangeLeader.aspx
Also the audience were informed that there has been a drop in empathy throughout the world:
http://www.yesmagazine.org/happiness/6-habits-of-highly-empathetic-people
Gerhardt (2011: 89) suggests we need to ‘switch on our empathetic brain’.

The audience was also encouraged to read the narrative in the story, read it as if you were the
parent, if you had any disquiet consider this, and re-write it.

A learning story only becomes a learning story once the practitioner has analysed the learning, e.g., a
possible format may be:
•
narrative
•
analysis
•
possibilities for the future, how am I going to stretch this learning? – this takes deep,
responsive
listening.

Children thrive and not just survive!!!!

Finally…we heard from Alison Gopnik, the developmental psychologist,…the following key
messages were shared from her new book ‘The gardener and the carpenter’ (basically the
gardener provides an environment where anything happens, and the carpenter moulds the
child. Basically in the garden you never know how plants will turn out.
It was stressed that children learn more from observation (and adult models) rather than being
‘taught’.
Final words…
We don’t have to make children learn, we just have to let them learn’.
It was a GREAT conference!!!!

Dates for your diary
Monday October 24th – In-service day. The nursery will be closed
Wednesday 26th October – we will be having our Autumnal Evening
in the Centre from 7 – 8.30pm
Monday 26th December – Closed for public holiday
Tuesday 27th December – Closed for public holiday
Monday January 4th - Closed for public holiday
Tuesday 5th January – Closed for public holiday
Wednesday 6th January – in-service day. The nursery will be closed

I am delighted to say that I passed my PhD study on 13th
September. Thank you to all the parents, children and staff who
supported the process.
Until next month
Warm wishes from Dr Lynn McNair O.B.E. and the Cowgate team.

