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How spark Works in Practice:  

From Child Development to Leadership Visibility 

 

spark is not just an online learning journal. It is a connected early years system that helps a 

nursery understand children, support educators, involve parents and give leaders a clearer 

view of practice across the setting. 

At its heart, spark is about child development. It helps educators notice what children can 

already do, understand what may come next, and provide the right opportunities to move 

learning forward. The aim is not to create more paperwork. The aim is to make the 

information already being gathered useful, so it supports children, families, educators and 

leaders. 

A good way to describe spark is this: it helps a nursery move from simply recording what 

happened to deciding what should happen next, effectively. 

 

Starting with the child 

Each child has a profile containing core information such as their photograph, room, key 

person and key dates. This gives the setting a clear starting point and supports accountability, 

because leaders can see whether every child has a current profile and an allocated key person. 

spark can also support an initial or base assessment. This means educators can begin from a 

realistic developmental starting point, rather than treating every child as if they are beginning 

from scratch. Where children have an uneven profile, or where SEND is a consideration, 

educators can adjust and use their professional judgement. 

This matters because early years practice is never just about ticking off statements. A child 

may be strong in one area and need more support in another. spark helps the setting 

recognise that picture more quickly and use it in day-to-day practice. 

 

Observations that lead somewhere 

spark supports on-the-go observations, so educators can record what they notice while they 

are with children. Photographs and comments can be added where appropriate, and settings 

can decide what is shared with parents. 
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The important point is that observations do not sit in isolation. They build the child’s learning 

journey and link to Areas of Learning and Development, Characteristics of Effective Learning 

and other frameworks or strands where the setting uses them. This means one observation 

can contribute to a wider understanding of the child, rather than becoming a disconnected 

note. 

From this information, spark can identify next steps based on what the child already knows 

and can do. This helps educators scaffold learning in a way that is developmentally 

appropriate. It reduces random activity planning and supports practice that starts with the 

child. 

 

Learning Stories and a warmer view of learning 

Most settings will use Learning Stories. These are built around a short series of photographs 

and brief notes, shared instantly with parents. They help capture a meaningful experience or 

sequence of learning in a warmer and more personal way than a standard observation. 

For nurseries, Learning Stories are helpful because they can show the life of the setting, the 

child’s interests, relationships and learning in action. They can be especially reassuring for 

families when a child is settling in, or where parents need to see that their child is known and 

understood. 

 

Parent partnership at different levels 

spark does not treat parent partnership as one-size-fits-all. Families differ. Some parents want 

regular updates and reassurance. Some want practical ideas they can use at home. Some want 

to become deeply involved in their child’s learning. spark allows settings to support different 

levels of commitment without expecting every family to use the system in exactly the same 

way. 

Every parent can receive the Learning Journey Profile. This gives them a regular picture of their 

child’s progress, what their child has achieved, and what they may be ready to achieve next. It 

is the first level of parent engagement because it moves reporting beyond simply telling 

parents what happened. It begins to draw parents into their child’s learning. 

Most settings will also use Learning Stories and have access to sparkLINK. This gives families a 

warm, manageable way to receive meaningful moments and maintain communication with 
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the setting. sparkLINK can also give parents a route to send messages and see what their child 

could learn next. 

For parents who really want to be involved, spark@HOME provides a higher level of 

participation. Parents can see the same next steps as the setting, tick off what their child can 

do at home, add comments, and share home experiences or photographs where they choose 

to. This means parents are not just passive recipients of reports; they can become genuine 

partners in building their child’s learning. 

The benefit for the nursery is that parent partnership becomes more realistic. The setting can 

support families at the level that matches their interest, confidence and circumstances, while 

still giving every family access to their child’s learning journey. 

 

Reports that support conversations, not paperwork for its own sake 

spark includes a wide range of reports, but the purpose is not to overwhelm people with 

paperwork. The reports support different conversations and different audiences. Some are for 

parents, some are for educators, some are for leaders, and some are mainly useful for external 

professionals or transition to another setting or school. 

The Learning Journey Profile is the main parent-facing report. It can include sections such as 

news, moving forward, scaffolding ideas, recent achievements and sign-off where needed. It 

can be produced regularly, rather than saved until the end of term. This is important because 

young children develop quickly, and parents need to understand both what has been achieved 

and what may come next. 

spark also supports reports for health visitor conversations, the statutory Two- to Three-Year 

Progress Check, practical achievement summaries for external professionals, photo reports, 

full Learning Journey reports and transition reports. These can help parents feel prepared, 

help professionals understand the child’s development, and help receiving settings or schools 

see a rounded picture rather than isolated information. 

The key message is that reports should be selected for purpose. They are not all for every 

parent or every situation. They are there so the setting can produce the right evidence for the 

right conversation. 
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Charts and graphs that help leaders see patterns 

spark can show information visually through graphs and charts. These are useful because they 

help educators and leaders spot patterns that may be missed in day-to-day practice. 

For example, well-being signals can show whether a child’s well-being is dipping or improving 

over time. Individual progress charts can help educators see which stages a child is working 

within and where support may be needed. ECaT coverage can help highlight communication 

and language concerns where this is relevant. 

At group level, leaders can look at cohorts, rooms, age groups, key person groups, minority 

groups, gender and birth-term patterns. This is where spark becomes a leadership tool. If 

several children in a cohort are not progressing well in language and literacy, the question is 

no longer only, “What does this child need?” It becomes, “What does our provision need?” 

That is powerful for nursery improvement because it moves leaders away from guesswork. 

They can see whether patterns are about individual children, recording gaps, staff confidence, 

room provision, inclusion, or the wider quality of teaching. 

 

Quality of teaching and staff accountability 

spark also helps leaders see whether staff are carrying out key responsibilities consistently. 

The Results Summary can show whether next steps or scaffolding ideas have been checked, 

observations have been made, Areas of Learning have been covered, photographs or reports 

have been added, parent messages have been addressed, and whether parents are using 

spark@HOME. 

This is not about catching people out for the sake of it. It is about making sure children are not 

forgotten. Leaders can see whether expectations are being met and whether some staff may 

need support, mentoring, coaching or training. 

spark also supports more reflective teaching. Educators can use checks linked to 

Characteristics of Effective Learning, Involvement and Sustained Shared Thinking to think 

about their own practice. The focus is not simply on what the child has or has not achieved. 

The focus is on what the educator will do next to support the child. 

This gives leaders a more useful basis for supervision, appraisal and professional 

conversations. It also helps settings review whether support, mentoring or training is making a 

difference over time. 
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Planning that remains live 

spark includes planning tools such as scaffolding ideas, room activity plans, key person plans 

and group ideas plans. These should be understood as live working tools, not fixed paper 

plans. 

The software can print a snapshot of what is live at a particular moment. This is useful if the 

internet goes down, if staff need a paper copy, or if the setting wants to show Ofsted, the local 

authority or another professional what is currently planned. But the wording needs to be 

clear: it is a snapshot at that moment in time. Two minutes later, the live plan may have 

changed. 

This is a good thing. It reflects responsive practice. Planning in the early years should be able 

to move with children’s interests, needs, play choices and development. 

 

Optional modules and practical communication 

spark is modular, so settings can choose the elements they need. They do not have to use 

every part. This allows a nursery to choose the right tools for its provision, budget and parent 

engagement aims. 

sparkDIARY is designed especially for younger children where parents need to know that 

physical and emotional care needs have been met. It can record sleep, feeds, snacks, meals, 

rest times, nappy changes and similar information. Parents can then check the information 

later rather than trying to remember everything at collection. 

sparkDIARY can also support general room messages and individual child-specific messages. 

This means collection conversations do not have to be dominated by routine care details. 

Educators can use face-to-face time to talk more about the child’s learning, well-being and 

day. 

sparkCHAT is an optional extra that allows educators to record a short video message for 

parents, which can be opened once and then disappears. This is useful when something should 

not be said in front of the child at collection, when the parent does not usually collect or drop 

off, where written English is harder to access, or where a staff member can record a message 

in the family’s language. 
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sparkTUTOR which is within spark (not an optional extra), provides short support videos within 

the software, with different access levels for seniors and other staff. Alongside wider support, 

this helps staff build confidence and use the system consistently. 

 

What a nursery gain 

For a nursery, spark offers a connected way to manage child development, observations, next 

steps, reports, parent partnership, planning, educator reflection and leadership oversight. 

It helps educators stay close to children while recording effectively and efficiently what 

matters. It helps parents understand and support their child’s learning at the level that suits 

them. It helps leaders see whether practice is consistent and whether children are being 

supported properly. It helps the setting produce useful evidence for parents, external 

professionals, inspectors and transition. 

Most importantly, spark keeps the child at the centre. It is not just a system for storing 

information. It is a system for using information well. 

 

 

spark helps nurseries understand children more deeply, support educators more 

effectively, involve parents more meaningfully, and give leaders clearer evidence of 

practice across the setting. 
 

 

 

 

There is a full detailed feature list if you would like it. 


