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Key Person Policy
With reference to

Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage, March 2014 

(DFE-00337-2014)

Introduction

Each child must be assigned a key person…. Providers must inform parents and/or carers of the name of the key person, and explain their role, when a child starts attending a setting. The key person must help ensure that every child’s learning and care is tailored to meet their individual needs. The key person must seek to engage and support parents and/or carers in guiding their child’s development at home. They should also help families engage with more specialist support if appropriate.
Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (2014), p10, Section 1.1
Our school groups the children under 5 in two age mixes; 1 to 3 years and 3 to 6 years. We have noted that the research and supporting documents that underpin this commitment are almost entirely about babies and children under age 3, and have sought in this policy document to apply and extend these findings to the older children in our setting. 

The DCSF Research Report RR444 (‘Birth to Three Matters’, 2003) says that for children from birth to three years of age:

· It is preferable to have stability in relationships with children and practitioners. 
· A key worker system, with a small number of individually designated practitioners relating to particular children, as advised by Elfer et al (2002) enables responsiveness and sensitivity to individual children. (RR444, p61)
The report clarifies that the essence of this ‘key worker system’ is to support:

a small, significant number of both adults and children being together so that meaningful relationships can be formed. (RR444, p61)
The supporting documents for the Key Person commitment tell us that: 

As children get older [once they turn three], sustained individual attention is more difficult but becomes less necessary for most children. (Effective Practice: Key Person, p7)

The key person role in Reception classes for four- and five-year-olds is more difficult…it should then still be possible to [know] each child well and [build] a close relationship with parents and close carers. (Effective Practice: Key Person, p7)
Designing our Key Person system

We wanted to apply the principles expressed in the research on children from birth to three to our group of older children (3-6) as well as to those under three.   We wish to provide the best possible for our children, and that requires careful consideration of how we take the messages from research and apply them to our Montessori setting. 
As one of the 4 EYFS documents that underpin the Key Person commitment states:

The key-person approach is generally taken to mean that a small group of children is assigned to be overseen by a particular adult - with that adult compiling observations and reports, and liaising with the parents. This is a very inadequate understanding of the approach, which should be fundamentally about the commitment to providing consistent care and emotional support to each child, as an individual, throughout the day. (All About… Developing Positive Relationships with Children, p1)
We had in fact initially thought that good practice meant dividing up children between staff, exactly as the first half of the quote above states.  On reflection, we realized it would be simplistic to assume we are working towards good outcomes for children purely on the basis of dividing up children between staff. The real question is how we were going to provide “consistent care and emotional support to each child as an individual, throughout the day”. That had to be the essence of our key person system.

After due consideration of the research, we arrived at the following conclusion:

Our key person system must help us do three things

· Know and support each child in their individual journey

· Have an effective and personal relationship with their parents
· Build rather than corrode one community of adults and children

This conclusion has informed the design of our key person system, which has the following five elements:

1. Head Guide as the Key Person for all 25-30 children in the 3-6 community or all 10-12 children in the 1-3 community
2. A single stable community – the same adults and children every day

3. Clearly defined roles for each adult, that do not change

4. A comprehensive parent relationship strategy

5. In-depth observation of each child every 6 weeks

1. Head Guide as the Key Person for all children in a community

We have concluded that the best way to achieve good outcomes for our children is in 
fact to not divide up the children between staff, but to ensure that the development of all the children is overseen by the Head Guide, who will be supported in that role by his or her team. This approach has three compelling benefits. 

Continuity of relationship with the children and parents. 
The experience of early years settings around the country is that the Head of the Nursery is the practitioner who stays the longest in a setting. Our key person system is designed to take advantage of the fact that the Head is in a unique opportunity of building a powerful relationship with children and their parents, over a long period. The Head becomes someone whom the children can genuinely see as a significant other adult in their lives. Similarly, the parents can see the Head as a true confidante as far as their children are concerned. We cannot underestimate the impact that time has on building trust and understanding.
One-to-one lessons with every child. 
The Montessori approach is designed to support the individual learning journey of each child. The only way this is possible in practice, we have found, is by giving individual lessons to children. Each child’s interest is different and even if children show an interest in the same material, the specific aspect that is of interest is almost invariably different for different children. Every child is unique. The Head Guide is the only person to give individual lessons to the children and so is in a position to develop a unique understanding of the specific points of interest of each child. This understanding helps her to plan for future goals and activities, and also to communicate the unfolding of the children’s journey to their parents.

Builds community. 
Children under the age of 6 are driven by a desire to be part of their society. In our communities for these young children we try to create a mini-society, a little world in which there is work to be done, fun to be had, and where there are many freedoms and some responsibilities. Responsibilities to whom? Our answer is: responsibilities to the community. The limits we place in our setting have nothing to do with the desires of the adults or even of individual children: instead they are related to the smooth and harmonious functioning of the community. Anything that supports building community nurtures the children’s development. That is our experience. 

Take for instance what we call the Practical Life activities. This is the foundation of the Montessori pedagogy. It is its single most important and defining characteristic. The activities include washing the cloths that are used around the  Infant Community or Children’s House, washing the cups and dishes used at the snack table, scrubbing a dirty table, polishing brass objects, sweeping up leaves, cleaning the windows and many others. These activities are tremendously important to children’s development. They help develop the mind-body co-ordination vital to young children and stimulate their imagination through the role-play opportunity they offer. 
Most importantly, they offer a way for the very young child, who is quite possibly not taken seriously elsewhere in their lives, to make a real, tangible and meaningful contribution to their community. The way we offer these activities says it all, we say ‘There are no more cloths for dusting, I wonder who can wash some?”. We routinely hear a child come up and say “Please may I have some polish to put in the bowl for my friends?”. Another child cuts flowers and puts them in little shot-glass vases and puts these on their little companions’ tables. In each of these little ways, the children are contributing to one community. We are all part of this one community and we value its benefits to children too much to risk fragmenting it. 

Our approach has been therefore to design a key person system where individual children’s developmental needs are deeply understood and met, while preserving and indeed enhancing a sense of community. Or as Research Report RR444 puts it,

a small, significant number of both adults and children being together so that meaningful relationships can be formed. (RR444, p61)
By not dividing up the children between staff, we ensure that the sense of community is preserved across the adults and the children. We do this by eliminating from the Head’s day-to-day duties anything apart from talking to parents, giving individual lessons to children, and observing how they work. 

A settling-in policy 

Our settling-in policy is carefully structured to ensure that children have sufficient attention and support when they first start.

As far as possible we ensure that no more than two new child starts in any given week. This means that for that week, the Head Guide can give a great deal of attention to the new child, supporting the transition from home.

Further, when a child starts, they start for a short time on their first day – just half an hour, extending to 45 minutes on the second day and gradually building up to 3 hours by the end of the second week. Some children progress sooner than others of course. But this staged approach allows the Head Guide to be almost always immediately available for the new child when they need her. 

2. Stability of community – the same adults and children each day

We have a team of staff who are consistent through the school year. All of these staff members will be on site on any given day, barring exceptional circumstances. The stability of staff ensures that children are able to develop strong and lasting relationships with the members of staff.
3. Clearly defined roles, for each adult, that do not change

The Head Guide welcomes the children in the morning, gives them individual lessons through the morning, and then says goodbye to them at the door. S/he also has conversations with the parents at the door at the end of each morning, telling them about what their children have been doing and listening to the parents.

The Assistant Guide is available to guide and support children who are looking for things to do and offering points of interest to children who are working with materials, thus ensuring the smooth functioning of the classroom.  He or she supports their independent functioning in the cloakroom, as they take their coats and shoes off and changing into their indoor slippers. The Assistant Guide in the Children’s House also leads morning groups for a small number of children who need it, typically 5-6 of the younger children, and assists children in the toilet.

These roles do not change. They are exactly the same every day, barring exceptional circumstances such as a staff member being on training or unwell. The stability of these roles means that the children have time with each of the three adults, each of whom specializes in one aspect of the Montessori pedagogy. The children themselves are drawn to the different personalities at different times, and this structured approach allows them to choose for themselves which adult they would like to spend more time with. We do not force that choice on them.
4. A comprehensive parent relationship strategy
We have developed a comprehensive parent relationship strategy with 3 elements:

Building relationships of trust: 
We believe that good relationships are a product of numerous, high quality interactions over time. We have cultivated ways to increase the number of positive interactions we have with parents. These include conversations at the door, often accompanied with photographs and videos, telephone conversations, fortnightly emails, a termly newsletter, a concert or event every 6 weeks at half-term, and so on.

Learning from parents: 
We routinely ask parents about their children’s home lives, and record these conversations for our use. Parents tell us about the experiences their children have been having outside school and we use this information to create tailored learning opportunities for the children within the school. We believe that bridging the gap between home and school is one of the best ways in which we can build personal relationships with both parents and the children. 

Sharing with parents: 
We also share with parents how things are with their children in school. We have conversations at the gate with them on a daily basis both in the morning and in the afternoon. Telephone calls, emails, regular parent evenings and termly parent meetings ensure that parents are completely aware of the activities and experiences their children are having in school. Research shows that learning is most effective when the experiences in school are carried over in some way at home.

5. In-depth observations of each child every 6 weeks
We observe each child in-depth once every 6 weeks. These in-depth timed observations are then analysed and used to inform individual lesson plans for that child. These timed observations are supplemented by daily observations (non-timed) of all the children in the community. 

The observation sheet is shared by the staff.  These in-depth observations ensure that all staff, but particularly the Head Guide who is the Key Person, have an in-depth

understanding of the development of each individual child. 

The Head Guide observes each child in depth. Other staffs contribute to these observations, but the Head Guide is the one who uses these observations to create individual 6-weekly, 2-weekly and weekly lesson plans for the children, who presents these lessons to the children, and observes and records the result. 
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