lIminster Avenue Nursery SchoolResearch Matt Caldwell (Headteacher)

o

TheNursery
with No Toys

\/
a9 g

est 1936 '
%> ILMINSTER A%

AV ENUIE
> NURSERY &

SCHOOL

>
"." honesty * Integrity * trust & respect ‘ﬁ
, d b , \
PN

i V&
o i'll! F‘bf‘\:
\ ;"S’

a4v

Spring 2019




Part 1

Why do we
research?

N Re s e ia to sek what everybody else has
seen, and to think what nobody else has
t hought . O

-Albert Szent-Gyorgyi

The idea of removing toys from a busy, bustling nursery might
seem strange, but then we enjoy doing things a little
differently at liminster Avenue Nursery School. This is
research. ltmeans 60 | o odt thimgga g a iWe &now there
are a lot of nurseries that have fewtoysorad c ur i 0 s |
appr oanadwe@lso know that our colleagues who work
with the Montessori or Steiner system use natural materials.
Our take on a nursery with no toys though, was to ask a




specific question in each of our rooms and to think more
deeply about what a toy actually is.

We decided that a toy is a miniature version of a real object,
for instance a doll or a train or equipment in a home corner.
We then started having debates about whether a wooden
block is a toy (we decided itwa s ndr if Dego is a toy (we
decided it was). The important thing w a s migether
something was definitely a toy or not, but that we were
discussing it as researchers. Jigsaws were out, but books,
pencils, paintbrushes and paper were in.

The idea for the project came from Germany, where since
the 1 9 9 Ontasy Nurseries are toy free for a period of time.
The project is called "Der Spielzeugfreie Kindergarten" (the
nursery without toys) and was founded by Rainer Strick and
Elke Schubert, public health officers who worked with adults
suffering from various forms of addiction. They worried that
addictive habits can start early in childhood and could be
linked to a need for materialism. The researchers wanted to
show that children can play socially and creatively when they
are not being surrounded by toys.

Initially, some of the team were skeptical about our project
(one practitioner admitted to being i h o r r iAftar &ldve !
are a very busy setting with two hundred children, carefully
balanced staff ratios and always mindful of completing
observations, paperwork and child safeguarding. | was
reluctant to put strain on such a hard working staff who may
well have seen research as being a luxury, or even worse,

pointless. My fears were unfounded though, and the week
before February half term the team talked to the children and
shared our plan with them. The children themselves helped
pack away baskets of animals, dressing up clothes and toy
garages which were then deposited in a store room.

| had also shared the idea of the project with the parents and
families and the response ranged from blind faith in our
educational ideas to uncertainty about what the children were
going to do with no toys. One parent | spoke to even thought
they would get bored and fight, and | assured her that my
research aimw o u | ohaludeteither of those things! It was
an interesting point to bring up, especially as our findings
ended up as being the opposite of this.

However, some parents scould see the potential in the
project and when interviewed about using things other than
toys to play with one parent commented i Aox becomes a
spaceship, a stick becomes a wand, they becomeawi z a |
Another said, il keep saying that kids have too much these
days. We keep being told plastic is killing everything, yet
manufacturers keep churning it out.olt also helped that we
shared our plans with them beforehand, not just with letters
but also by using social media, which we used even more as
the project developed. It was important to us to share
ongoing research with our parents as well as sharing the
finished product.

We also made sure that as well as clearing our rooms we
had a good stock of materials and resources that would
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The parents all responded to our calls for cardboard, tubes, buttons, keys and a mountain of other items that were definitely not toys!

inspire creativity by being a) natural, b) as 6 r easthey could
be and c) open ended and ambiguous. The staff saved up
their recycling and we made sure any cardboard boxes from
school deliveries were kept to one side. We asked parents to
help us collect objects and were thrilled to have cardboard
tubes from rolls of carpet, scores of catering sized tins and
even one parent who works in a train station lost property

office providing us with several hundred keys! This also
showed us how much the parents understood our intent and
how they supported the project.

Each of our rooms (we have three Nursery classes, a two
year old room and a room for children with severe and
complex learning difficulties) came up with their own
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research question they wanted to explore and we used a
staff meeting to come up with this as well as predict what we
thought might happen. The staff team in our room for children
with severe and complex learning difficulties even wondered
whether it was ethical to remove toys from children with
special educational needs and this became their initial
guestion. It interested me that from a simple premise

( 6r e e tv e yweedvire already discussing ethics and
morals ( 0 w hgattdo we have to remove the toys ? 0 )

In the end, these were the research questions from each of
the teams:

1 Will there will be achangeinc h i | dsoceaalskills?

1 What impact will having no toys have on the children?

1 Will children use their imagination differently?

1 Will the children communicate more?

1 Willitinspirec h i | dcreatinitg?s

Before and during February half term the staff all worked
hard to find all of their toys and put them into storerooms,
cover up cupboards or turn them round to face the wall. The
rooms took on a different atmosphere. They felt emptier and
they felt more peaceful as the primary plastic colours of lego

and dinosaurs and dolls gave way to more muted colours of
wood, cork, sand and metal. We had primed the parents
through Facebook, newsletters and general conversation.
The scene was set.

The day after half term saw a very different looking nursery
and the rooms looked very minimal. It was noticeable that the
role play areas were gone, shelving units turned round and
equipment and resources that we would normally use outside
(nets, tents, a stage made of wooden blocks) had been
relocated in much emptier classrooms. One of the children
coming back into their room said ii T hig like Star class, but
not like Star c | a $recisely. Something was very different.

We had anticipated a few puzzled faces or a little disapproval
over where the trains were, but the first day passed relatively
peacefully as children looked at the new resources. But very
quickly and very definitely we all began to notice a change.



Part 2

What
happened
when the toys
went?

ANecesthemotherofi nventi onc
- Plato

The first thing the staff noticed was that the children they were
initially worried about missing toys d i dsedmntto notice too
much. One child with a diagnosis of autism and an attraction
to trains w a s mipsdt that they had gone, he simply changed
his object of attraction to a giant cardboard box that he
enjoyed climbing into and out of until it eventually fell apart!
The children in our room with severe and complex special
needs also adjusted very quickly and the staff in there
reflected whether their children had previously been




interacting with the toys or whether the toys themselves were
habits or objects of reference.

There were also many cause and effect toys that children
with special needs had particular affection for, but these were
also removed, after a discussion with the parents. One child
who would enjoy toys that lit up and produce spinning lights
made the transition very easily and the family of this child
also experimented by removing these toys at home. In the
first few days of the project the fears of the staffd i d n 0 t
materialise.

So what were the children doing? Looking at observations
from that first week there were children playing with some
specific objects. The large catering sized tins were being
stacked, rolled, used as musical instruments, filled, emptied
and balanced on heads. Cardboard boxes were being built
into towers and knocked down, hidden in, driven like cars or
aeroplanes. A stage was set up in one of the classrooms
where before toys had spread out over the floor and the
children inhabited it as lead singers, acrobats and musicians.

Staff noticed other things too: there was more talking, more
sociable moments. We discussed the importance of boredom
and how having less 0 s t carf irfsgre an imagination and
force children to use their communication and each other
instead of relying on an object or toy. We also noticed there
were children embracing reading, mark making and art a little

more, as they experimented and experienced other parts of
the environment which they may otherwise have avoided.

The effects on the staff were quite interesting to observe.
There was a little worry initially of what might happen in their
very empty room environments. Some staff became quite
obsessed with the odd toy that appeared from under a
cupboard and might pounce on it withacry of i @ y llike @
was contraband. Other members of the team embraced the
minimalist look of the room and noted how little plastic or
bright, distracting colours there were. | certainly noticed a
less cluttered and calmer feel as | spent the first week going
in and out of the rooms.

Reflections from the rooms were taken at a staff meeting and
the comments were:

A N children have asked aboutthet oy s . 0

A Chi Ihave eped well withthec hange. 0

A T Icleldren seem willingtotrynewe x per i ences

A Ch i lace using the outside environmentmor e . 0

A Ch i lad gaing out of their own comfort zones and
developingnewf r i endshi ps. o

A Wdéave not missed havingt oy s ! 0O



The two year old room was already used to a heuristic approach but found the Nursery with No Toys made them think really hard about what their environment offered.

A Iprevented repetitivep | ay . 0

A Mo interactions. Watching and copying peers. 0

A T hkcleldren have been communicating ideas better, and it
has been encouraging conversation, social interaction and
on.

c ol

abor at

0

The only slightly negative observation was thatii s o0 me
children have been askingfort oy s . 0

So the first week had gone better than any of us expected
and the momentum of ideas from the children gained pace.
Cardboard boxes seemed to multiply and one of the rooms
converted their art room into a performance art space with
holographic paper from our local scrapstore over the entire



