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e basis of a good organisa-
tion is one that is always
alert to changes in the
wider environment and
finds ways to respond. Of
course, that is easier said
than done! At the London Early Years
Foundation (LEYF), we have become
more and more aware of child obesity
and how we might help mitigate this
problem.

The statistics are scary, with almost
a quarter of British children over-
weight by the time they start primary
school, and while obesity is highest
among older children, about 11.2 per
cent of four- to five-year-olds are
obese, with a 40 to 70 per cent chance
they will become obese adults. Diet-
related ill-health costs the NHS
£5.8bn annually, with childhood

Set for life

The London Early Years Foundation is tackling obesity by creating
a model of excellence — encompassing not only child health but the
attitudes of staff and parents. June O’Sullivan explains

The organisation

obesity-related illnesses such as asth-
ma in England costing £51m per year.

Nurseries are one of the first places
where the consequences of wider
socioeconomic problems are felt — the
implications of poor nutrition on the
long-term health and welfare of our

gave thought to how
toengage childrenin
keeping themselves
fit and healthy

children being one of them. If you
don’t believe me, consider the work of
Margaret McMillan.

Given the scale of the child obesity
problem and the potential for it to
worsen, we decided that we needed to
create our own response. However,
as we started to investigate, we felt
overwhelmed by the amount of small

DOING WELL: SUPPORTING STAFF

It’s time to make staff
well-being a priority, says
Linda Baston-Pitt of The Old
School House Nursery

Well-beingis seen as central
to a child’s capacity to enjoy a
healthy and fulfilling life, with
positive relationships and
the dispositions to embrace
learning. Butif we are to create
early years environmentsin
which children flourish, then we
also need to support the well-
being of early years staff.
Within the field of early years
education,itis evident thatan

integrated approach to well-
beingis required. A growing
body of research has created a
positive shift, which highlights
not only the challenges

but also the importance of
establishing health promoting
behaviours during early years.

There has been a growing
number of targeted physical
activity and healthy eating
interventionsin early years In
response to the obesity crisis,
but many programmes have
focused on negative aspects
rather than positives.

Our goal wastodevelopa
more positive approach to
problem-solving that would
support early years staff in
promoting positive health
messages through physical
activity and healthy eating
for childrenin theircare.Asa
result, young children will be
more likely to adopt positive

healthy lifestyle choices that
will follow theminto adult life.
Itis essential staff have the
knowledge and skills to provide
theright support, including
consistent healthy living
messages to help childrenand
families achieve health and
well-being outcomes.

WELL-BEINGIN ACTION
We have beeninvolvedina
programme developing the
role of the Physical Activity
and Nutrition Co-ordinator
(PANCo), and two years on
the work we have donein
developing this role has gone
from strength to strength.
The programme, designed
as awell-beinginaction
intervention, enables early
years staff to not only develop
reflective practice skillsand
personal confidenceas an
agent of change, but also

to develop and apply their
knowledge of behaviour
change and support strategies
within their own childcare
setting. Building on the success
of the PANCo programme has
led to the development of a
Level 4 Certificate for Early
Years Advanced Practitioners.
We are working with CACHE
to develop the qualification
with the aim to embrace
the wealth of experience of
the Level 3 workforce and
challenge practitionersin their
daily practice and theoretical
understanding, filling a much
needed void in continuing
professional development.
Ourvisionis that early years
staff will acquire and use skills
of leadership, mentoring,
coaching andreflection as they
complete the qualification.
Content will cover from 0-5
years and will include:
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projects, initiatives and disconnected
snippets of information about nutri-
tion, food portions, salt and sugar
and five a day.

‘We were not surprised by the con-
fusion many parents expressed when
we talked to them about food and
healthy living. After some deep
thought and in conjunction with
staff, we realised what we needed was
a model for excellence in childcare
nutrition, exercise and active lifestyle,
because addressing one issue in isola-
tion would be insufficient. We also
decided that it would be beneficial if
we developed a strategy that could be
replicated in other nursery settings

and lead to behavioural change in
chefs, staff and parents.

LEYF’'S FOOD REVIEW

One way to embed a culture of
healthy food is to train those who
cook. When we started our journey a
few years ago, I was surprised to find
there was no specific occupational
standards for chefs working with
children under eight years.

We addressed this by writing the
National Occupational Standards
with the help and advice of local
authority dieticians, nutritionists and
food experts and a strong backing

1=

MORE
INFORMATION

@ Active Matters, www.
activematters.org

@ Active Movement
http:/www.
activemovement.
co.uk

® CACHE Level 2
Food Procurement
and Cookingin
Early Years, www.
cache.org.uk/
Qualifications/
CYP/CYPL2/Pages/
CACHE-Level-
2-Diploma-in-
Food-Production-
and-Cooking-
in-Early-Years-
%28QCF%29.aspx

@ Physical and Nutrition
Co-ordinator
(PANCO), www.
nurseryworld.co.uk/
nursery-world/
news/1106046/
panco-role-
designed-health-
priority

from across the sector from, for
example, the Children’s Food Trust,
the Pre-School Learning Alliance,
Toad Hall Nursery Group, Grub 4 Life
and the Infant & Toddler Forum.

The result is the Food Procurement
and Cooking for Early Years Level 2,
accredited by CACHE. The qualifica-
tion is designed to help chefs cook
from a child’s point of view, including
procuring the right foods, serving the
right portions and presenting dishes
in an attractive way.

The Standards are also designed to
strengthen the role chefs play in edu-
cating staff and parents and influenc-
ing children to become healthy and
informed foodies. Early years chefs
are not just someone in a kitchen, but
increasingly a crucial member of a
team working to ensure children are
safe, fit and healthy.

While this is a more long-term
action, we also looked at improving
our immediate service. We engaged
the LEYF chefs and designed our
approach based on the often-quoted
piece of wisdom “Tell me and I forget,
teach me and I may remember,
involve me and I learn.

With the chefs’ help we have stand-
ardised our menus so the food in all
nurseries is balanced and we have a
shared LEYF cookbook, including >

® Promoting Health and
Well-Being
@ Implementing Change
e Partnership Working
@ Special Educational Needs
o Play and Learning
The qualificationisinthe
early stages of development,
dueto launchin spring 2016.

OURPROIJECT

After many discussions with the
team, we decided we wanted
todo more not only to promote
physical activity for our children
but also for the staff. One way
of doing this was to encourage
non-sedentary behaviourin
both children and adults by
embedding movement into our
everyday routines.

The team looked into the
concept of ‘active movement’,
which has been designed ‘to
integrate simple actions and
non-sedentary behaviourinto

everyday lives...the focus on
small steps to achieve major
gains makes the programme
achievable and therefore
accessible to, everyone’
(Loosemore and Savage, 2014 ).

Simple things have made
such a difference. Our staff,
who before the programme
would largely flit between
hardcore boot camps and
comfort eating in a vain attempt
toachieve a healthy lifestyle,
were coached through the full
spectrum of well-being. Small
changes, such as standing to
rock babies and gentle lifestyle
changes, built around practices
at nursery and better defined
development plansin line with
our well-being framework have
had untold benefits.

Greater engagement and
achievement plans have given
them the sense of progression
that hasresulted in anincrease

in their positive emotions so
that they want to put the effort
in to being more healthy.

Consistencyis the key,and
removing the peaks and troughs
approach towell-beingis
central to this new mindset.
The gradual, all-encompassing
nature of the programmes our
PANCos have put together has
provided a broader focus to
their well-being, something
that fad diets and uninspiring
directives from leadership
teams cannot achieve.

Having begun the process
last year, our staff are beginning
to make concerted changes
which have steadily become
the norm, and our children
are encouraged to a greater
extent to absorb and replicate
the health and well-being
values that we are trying to
impart. The programmes will
continue throughout this year,

and as we build our database
of quantitative results we will
be able to track patterns and
evaluate the impact on practice.
As such, pivotal to the PANCo
roleis the ability to look at the
needs of both our children
and our staff. Only once our
journey with Active Movement
progressed did we truly start
to appreciate this. We have
now combined a mixture of
targeted personal learning and
development, alongside visual
aids and reminders to make
gradual behavioural changes
that allow for a culture of well-
being, rather than a drastic,
intensive short-terminitiative
that fails to deliver longevity.

Linda Baston-Pitt is managing
director of The Old School
House Nursery and a director of
EduVivre Training, linda@oshdn.
co.uk, www.oshdn.co.uk

WWW.NURSERYWORLD.CO.UK

2-15NOVEMBER 2015 NURSERY WORLD 27



% POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS WELL-BEING ]

tips for parents. We wanted to do this
to ensure consistency when chefs
were absent and we had to rely on
agency cover. While doing this, we
reviewed our suppliers to make sure
we could get the freshest and best
quality food while limiting our car-
bon footprint.

LEYF PEDAGOGY

LEYF has developed a research-based
pedagogy, taking the best elements of
local and international research. The
area most relevant to this approach is
what we label ‘safe, fit and healthy’.
We thought about how we engage the
children in keeping themselves
healthy and fit and influence their
parents.

Research used by OMEP to encour-
age handwashing found that getting
the children to champion the new
behaviour was very effective. We
wanted to work in such a way that
our children would champion healthy
lifestyles at home.

One of the LEYF ways of engaging
parents is through our pedagogical
conversations, where we use conver-
sation to extend parents’ knowledge
about their children’s learning and
development needs. We reinforce this
with parents’ information, work-
shops, open days and home learning
bags, but with more than 3,300 fami-
lies attending LEYF nurseries we
have long learned that we need a
range of approaches if we are to fully
engage parents.

Like all nurseries, we organise reg-
ular activities for the children to
investigate the food cycle from seed
to a meal. We have an Urban Out-
doors approach, which focuses on
how we use the outdoors as a major
stimulus of learning.

We place a big emphasis on meal-
times, ensuring that they are a very
calm and social experience. Staff eat
with the children, talk to the children
about the food and help them to
understand more about it as they are
encouraged to serve themselves, try
different tastes and learn the basis of
good table manners.

Chefs also lead a learning activity
at least once a month, which the chil-
dren take very seriously as they see
the chef as the food expert. The chef
also does a monthly planning meet-
ing with the children to ascertain
what food they are enjoying and what
they would like to see on the menu.

Contrary to popular restaurant
practice, it is rare that children ask for
chicken nuggets and chips. Generally,

when they are exposed
to proper food they are
braver and broader, and
favourites include tar-
ragon chicken, stuffed
baked potatoes and
mackerel paté on toast

as well as the perennial

favourite garlic bread.

All nurseries have
fresh vegetables in the
role-play area so chil-
dren can familiarise
themselves with inter-
esting vegetables like
sweet potato, parsnips
and celeriac. Not all
LEYF nurseries have
well-appointed gar-
dens to grow an
abundance of
fruit and vegeta-
bles, but we can
all grow herbs
and visit the local
London greengro-
cers and markets.
This has many
benefits, including
walking around the
local neighbour-
hood.

Helping children
to be fit is about
more than what they eat. Their sus-
ceptibility to obesity is aggravated by
sedentary lifestyles and parents’ fear
of letting them play outdoors. Some
90 per cent of two- to four-year-olds
don’t experience enough physical
activity, even though it’s a Prime area
of development in the Early Years
Foundation Stage.

For babies, movement and physical
activity is crucial to long-term learn-
ing and development. We therefore
wanted to examine ways of ensuring
that we got staff to understand their
role in extending the children’s physi-
cal development.

We aim to ensure that children are
given opportunities for: playing on
their backs; moving around on their
tummies; crawling; rolling; tum-
bling; rocking; sliding; swinging;
spinning; dancing; balancing; and
digging.

STAFFFITNESS

Of course, we need to consider the
health and fitness of early years staff
too. It is a mixed picture, so part of our
strategy was to raise staff awareness
of their own fitness, health and per-
sonal attitudes to food. We decided to
take two approaches. Firstly, we

LEYF gives children
opportunites for
different activities,
and has alsoraised
awareness among
staff of theirown
health and fitness

Howwe help
raisetheissue
of obesity
and find ways
toaddressit
rightatthe
beginningis
crucial

linked with Dr Lala Man-

ners from Active Matters

and many of our staff
attend her CACHE Level 3
Physical Development
course.

In addition, we con-
tinue to liaise with Linda
Baston-Pitt from the Old

School House Nursery

near Cambridge as she

has done much to pro-
mote health living in her setting
(see box) and developed the Physical
Activity and Nutrition Co-ordinator
(PANCO) programme with a view to
replicating this across LEYF.

We are also in early discussions
with Active Movement’s Dr Mike
Loosemore, who has developed a
means of helping adults make minor
adjustments to their daily lives that
increase their fitness.

‘We will continue to research ways
to improve the health of LEYF chil-
dren in partnership with staff, parents
and professionals. Our aim is to miti-
gate the risk of obesity in small chil-
dren, by ensuring that their parents
and carers (staff) are better informed.
This will remain a key part of our
strategy as we take on new nurseries
and staff.

I have long believed nurseries are
much more important to the fabric of
society than they are given credit for.
How we help raise the issue of obesity
and find ways to address it right at
the beginning is crucial. As ever,
when the sector joins together with
one voice we have more influence and
we urge that we all consider the pow-
erful trio: safe, fit and healthy. H

June O’Sullivan is chief executive of
LEYF, www.leyforg.uk
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