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Executive summary

The Communication Friendly Spaces™ Approach: Bags for Families.
A collaborative project between The ELIZABETH JARMAN® Foundation, UK 
and St Thomas More College Żejtun Primary A in Malta. 

This project found that the Communication Friendly Spaces™ (CFS™) Bags for Families programme performs 
strongly in helping to improve home learning environments for children and in facilitating development of 
speech and language skills.

Evidence suggests that the programme works particularly well in strengthening the relationship between the 
school and families, resulting in an increased support of the child’s social and emotional development and in 
harmonising the aspirations for children between families and teachers. The use of tangible resources in the 
form of CFS™ Bags for Families to share with families in this project proved to be a critical tool in creating 
concrete positive experiences for families to experience and experiment with together. 

Across the spectrum of intervention, the quantitative and qualitative data from this project overwhelmingly 
indicated a high participative response from families.

Qualitative feedback suggested that the programme is making an important contribution to:

•	 Triggering communication with parents/carers.
•	 Encouraging more open communication with parents/carers.
•	 Establishing more informative two-way conversations with parents/carers about the child’s 

communications skills in the nursery and at home.
•	 Stimulating parent/carer engagement with development of child’s communication skills.
•	 Increasing teacher confidence and competence in interacting with families proactively to establish 

strengthened and targeted professional rapport.
•	 Enabling teachers to focus on the development of language and communication skills with regard to their 

learning environments and their practice as key influencers in children’s development.

Headline quantitative data when analysed showed an overwhelmingly (100%) very positive increases in:

•	 Really good’ communication between home and school
•	 Daily interaction between families and school.
•	 Conversations about child’s interests.
•	 Families are now contributing to the observation and assessment 

systems in place through the use of visual and written data.
•	 Families discussing their children’s speaking and listening skills.
•	 Families now documenting evidence of their child’s preferred 

learning context.

Elizabeth Jarman
Managing Director
The ELIZABETH JARMAN® Group

info@elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk
www.elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk
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(1) Ernest L. Boyer. Ready to Learn. 1991. The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching.

Introduction

Since 2007 Elizabeth Jarman’s Communication
Friendly Spaces™ (CFS™) Approach has developed
a range of specialist training and resources aimed at 
helping teachers and nursery personnel to develop 
more effective learning environments.

CFS™ is a pedagogic approach that focuses on the 
design of an environment and how it can stimulate 
children’s social and emotional development and 
particularly their speaking and listening skills. 
Training has been facilitated with over 60,000 
teachers and nursery staff to date online and 
through face to face training delivery. There is more 
information at www. elizabethjarmantraining.co.uk

CFS™ Bags for Families launched in the UK in 
January 2009. It was hoped that the resources and 
support offered would create a ‘bridge’ between
the nursery or school and the home, that parents/
carers would become more aware of the impact 
of the home environment for their child’s social 
development, begin to introduce CFS™ into the 
home and generally become more engaged with 
their child’s development.

Recent research highlights the acquisition of 
language skills as an essential component of 
behavioural development. Communicating, speaking 
and listening provide a foundation for emotional
and social development as well as supplying vital 
competencies for intellectual development and 
learning. Effective communication skills are building 
blocks for learning: children who communicate and 
listen well at an early age become good learners. 
Educators now widely recognises that a focus on 
giving children the time and opportunity to use their 
emerging speaking and listening skills should be a 
priority of early years practice. Research identifies
the importance of a stimulating and language rich 
environment in the home for long term effective child 
development. Children who lack these opportunities 
in the first years of life are up to six times more likely 
to experience reading problems in school than those 
who receive appropriate stimulation.(1)   Early years 
policy globally is eager to support parents/carers to 
become more engaged with their child’s language 
development and aware of the importance of 
providing opportunities to talk and play.
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The ELIZABETH JARMAN® 
Foundation

Elizabeth Jarman set up the Foundation in 2009 as
a not for profit organisation with three other trustees, 
all keen to raise the profile of the need for a
re-think about the learning environments on offer for 
children, young people and families. The Foundation 
commissions, collates and disseminates research 
findings to help partners to create more effective 
learning environments.

Aware of the excitement and commitment of 
practitioners and teachers to participate in action 
research projects, Elizabeth wanted to channel this 
enthusiasm and create an opportunity and conduit 
for colleagues to collaborate on projects of national 
and international interest.

This project has been a research based collaboration 
between the ELIZABETH JARMAN® Foundation and 
St Thomas More College Zejtun Primary A in Malta. 

Participating in the CFS™ Bags for Families 
programme together was an opportunity to increase 
the awareness for positive communication between 
children and parents, parents and school and school 
and children. The intention of the use of the CFS™ 
Bags aligns with the conjoined overall philosophy of 
both organisations regarding promoting the healthy 
development of young children. The increased 
communication strengthens the partnership between 
parents and nurseries and schools leading to better 
experiences for young children.
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Family Literacy programmes are part of our school 
initiatives in the early years setup at St Thomas 
More College Zejtun Primary A. In addition, the 
first term of scholastic year 2012-2013 saw the 
introduction of CFS bags for families as a pilot 
project. The CFS offer simple ways in creating 
an environment conducive to learning and 
complements the school development plan on 
oracy in the early years and parental involvement. 

Preparations for the implementation of CFS project 
started during the previous scholastic year. A train-
the-trainer approach was implemented. Three 
Kindergarten Assistants (KAs), two complementary 
teachers and the school librarian participated in 
a three – hour training session by Ms Elizabeth 
Jarman at our school premises.  During this period 
these KAs were reading for an undergraduate 
teaching degree at the University of Malta and 
they became aware of parallels in the CFS 
concept and their course content. Participants 
had the opportunity to ask questions related to 
the implementation of CFS in their own classroom 
situations and also did hands-on training session. 
The pilot project was launched in a kindergarten 
class setting (ages 4-5). Parents were invited 

for a meeting at the beginning of the scholastic 
year and were provided with the aims of this 
initiative, namely: language development, parental 
involvement and parental empowerment.
Fifteen families took part in this project. The 
children had the opportunity to take the bags 
home over the weekend and during the weekly 
family literacy sessions, parents could share their 
personal experiences on the use of these bags. It 
was observed that in the majority of cases, even 
the extended family was involved in the project, 
including siblings, parents, grandparents and even 
pets. The children felt especially important and 
excited to take home something that belonged to 
their teacher. In this regard it was noted that all 
families took good care of the contents of the bags. 
The bags were used in a variety of settings. This was 
evident from the parents’ remarks and photographs 
taken, which portrayed the children engaged in the 
whole process; from the setting up of the area to 
the packing up of the items back in the bag, with 
role play and story-telling activities being the most 
popular.

Mariangela Schembri Meli
Deputy Head of School

Mariangela Meli

Project Reflections
From Mariangela Meli, Project Lead, Malta
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Mariangela Meli

Project Aims:

This report aims to assess the effectiveness of the 
CFS™ Bags for Families programme in meeting the 
following three key objectives:

•	 To improve communication of parent/carer with 
teacher about child’s social development

•	 To stimulate engagement of parent/carer in 
child’s development

•	 To facilitate child’s development of speech 
and language skills and social/emotional 
development

The programme was delivered between May 2012 
and January 2013 as set out below:

Initial Visit by Elizabeth Jarman and 
Rosemary Albone Head of ELIZABETH 
JARMAN® Training Team: 2nd - 3rd 
May 2012: Site visits and a development 
training session with teachers from nurseries 
involved. 

May/June 2012: localised development in 
the form of staff research, discussion and 
identification of project aims, planning and 
implementation. 

September 2012: CFS™ Bags for Families 
concept was introduced to families and 
resources and guidance shared. Initial 
Impact Measures completed.

December 2012: Information gathered 
from families relating to impact noted and 
experienced with their children. Summative 
Impact Measures completed.

January 2013: Elizabeth Jarman - Skype 
review with families.

The success of this piece of work relied on the 
professionalism, goodwill and openness 
of the teachers and local staff involved. Their 
commitment, enthusiasm and reflection was critical 
and much appreciated.

Resources

The school participating in the programme was 
supplied with the following resources:

•	 Teacher guidance pack – Ideas for Practitioners
•	 CFS™ Bags for Families- Getting Started DVD
•	 CFS™ Bags for Families memory stick including 

an impact measure (Appendix)
•	 A set of family bags – each with a variety of 

products selected to reflect the principles of 
CFS™, e.g. soft pillows, tents, wicker baskets, 
groundsheets, rugs, voile netting, blankets, 
torches, camouflage netting, small chairs, and 
seating pads.

Consenting families were loaned a bag for a 
limited time period, e.g. a week or weekend. Each 
participating family was asked to provide feedback
on how they and their child or children reacted to the 
bags and used the resources. Parents/carers were 
also invited to share photos of how the resources
were used by the children. Fifteen families 
were involved, representing a variety of diverse 
backgrounds and circumstances.

 

Project Structure 
and Timeframe
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Impact measure forms for each participating family 
were completed by teachers.

The Impact Measure provided teachers with six 
questions each monitoring progress of a particular 
area of the relationship between teacher and family. 

The questions cover two- way communications 
with family, frequency of conversations, subject of 
conversations, contributions made to observation 
and assessment, discussion of child’s speaking and 
listening skills and discussion of child’s preferred 
learning context. The questions monitor progress on 
how parents/ carers are engaging with the child’s 
speech and language development and how they 
are communicating with the teacher.

Answers to the open-ended question at the bottom 
of the form provided an opportunity for the teacher 
to comment on speech and language outcomes, 
i.e. whether any development of these competencies 
had been observed for the child during the course 
of the programme.

When collated the data available covered a range 
of criteria relevant to teachers helping families 
support speech and language development. In our 
judgement the data offered robust insight into how 
the programme was performing on the three key 
objectives stated above.

Findings



9

‘The bags have helped the families 
get to know more about school and 
meet other families.’ Project Teacher.

1. How effective is two-way communication with the family?

Communication has increased.

Having something tangible (ie the actual 
bags) to talk about often really helps to 
generate more focused communication 
between the teacher and parent/carer.

Responses from the 15 completed impact measure forms provided an opportunity to monitor changes in the 
quantity and quality of interaction with parents/carers over the duration of the project. The analysis of hard 
data was most positive.

Quantitative Feedback



10

2. How often do you talk to the child’s parent/carer?

There was an increase in communication 
with families to a once a day basis.

‘The bags really helped with transition from home to 
school and also to improve his confidence.’

‘Using the bags at home and school has really helped 
with transition.’
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3. What are typical conversations about?

 Conversations moved on from concerns 
about the child to more of a focus on 
the child’s interests. More of a two-way 
exchange was taking place, empowering 
parents and strengthening the partnership 
model.

Giving parents/carers a central focus to 
comment on and exchange information 
about provided a professional platform to 
share, consult and collaborate. 

By facilitating different opportunities for 
teachers and parents to talk together 
about the children and their current 
interests and experiences, situations occur 
where critical information that might 
otherwise be missed is captured. 



12

4. Does the parent/carer contribute verbally to your observation and assessment system?

Families offering their reflections and 
commentary construct a more accurate 
picture of a child, their emerging skills 
at home. Reported verbal updates on 
families experiences included: 

‘The bags gave the family the opportunity 
to spend time together, talking and 
discussing about how they were going to 
create and use the bags.’

 ‘The parents have enjoyed the bags and 
found the experience very helpful to spend 
more time with their children, engaging in 
conversation and relaxing.’

‘The family and the child found the bags 
a way to calm down and relax as a family. 
The parents have observed changes in the 
child’s behaviour.’
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5.  Does the parent/carer talk to you about their child’s speaking and listening skills or levels of 
engagement/concentration?

Having tangible language based 
experiences through using the bags and 
resulting observations to share, enables 
families to give descriptions which help 
teachers interpret what families are seeing 
and together identify how progress is 
being made and the positive contribution 
that engaged parents can make to 
children’s learning. 

‘The bags gave the child the opportunity to interact and 
use different language skills.’
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6. Does the parent/carer document evidence of their child’s preferred learning context?

This analysis is so encouraging as it shows 
that a climate continues to be created 
in school which encourages and values 
parent/ carer feedback and observations 
about learning environments in the home 
and community.
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Open ended comments from teachers and 
parents/carers provided qualitative insight into 
how participation in the CFS™ Bags for Families 
programme helped to improve communication 
with parents/carers. Parental engagement and 
improved communication between parent/carer 
and teachers are all positive signs with regards to 
improved communication outcomes. These factors 
are indications that the families were engaged 
in the project and used CFS™ Bags for Families 
creatively. It is under these conditions that children 
are most likely to have the opportunity to develop 
and extend their speaking and listening skills.

Comments provided by families on the changes 
in behaviour, preferred learning contexts and 
progress noted of children offered direct evidence 
of outcomes associated with the programme.

Audrianne Magro - mother of Luke Magro:

‘Our experience was a postive one I have to say. 
Such activity encouraged values like sharing and 
responsibility. Luke shared items with his younger 
sister and explained what they are used for (even 
though there were some ‘arguments’ between 
siblings sometimes!) Luke was responsible to make 
sure all items are clean and put back in place. 
 
To be honest, when I firstly heard about the project 
I had a negative expectations thinking it was simply 
waste of time however I was completely wrong as it 
also encourages creativity on how to use material 
found in the bag.
 
Thanks for such opportunity and as a family, we 
look forward to having similar activities in order to 
further enhance quality time with our children.’
 

Qualitative Feedback
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Sabine Lantzsch:

As a project, the bags of Mrs. Jarman are really nice. 
Maybe we are not the typical family, as we are both

working from home, so there is always, at least one 
of us, who can take care and play with our children. 

So we are talking and explaining things the whole 
day to our child. So for us it was not that effective, 
as we are doing it already like this. But for parents, 
working the whole day outside, it is a nice way to 
communicate with their children.

Thank you for the whole family literacy program. 
It is always nice to involve parents in activities in 
Kindergarten. You should do it, whenever you have 
the chance.’

Audrey Abela D’Amato:

‘Our experience with the bags was very interesting. 
It enhanced communication, creativity, fun and 
excitement. My daughter was very excited while we 
were taking out the things from the bags as she was 
curious what their content was. 

The first bag we had was the one with the sheer 
curtain, the cushions and the torch. I used a lot of 
open ended questions to help my daughter propose 
ways how we can use the resources. She expressed 
her interests and passions by amalgamating them 
with the resources we found in the bag. My daughter 
likes princesses and castles and also books so she 
suggested that the sheer with the stars (which for her 
had a hint of magic) could be her castle. So I put up 
the sheer and she scattered the cushions inside the 
‘tent’ and sat down on them. With a little bit of help, 
she created a story. I was the narrator and she acted 
the part of a princess who loved books so much that 
she used to read during the whole day. My open 
ended questions helped her to develop the story - for 
example I asked “when do we usually use the torch? 
and she replied “when it’s dark.” I continued, “So 
what could have happened to the princess?” and 
her answer was “The ugly witch took away light.” In 
that instance I switched off the light. But the love for 
books was so great that the princess continued to 
read using her torch. Her little sister wanted to play 
as well and she played the part of the prince who 
saved the princess from the spell of the ugly witch.

The second bag contained a round wooden lid, 
cushions and a carpet. Same here my daughter 
came up with the idea that the lid could be used as a 
table and she decided to make a tea party. (It’s good 
to know that we often make tea parties at home 
and this is her favourite play time). Her little sister 
also took part in the party. They communicated a lot 
together and had fun.’

Mrs Formosa:

‘When our child, Martina was given the bags, 
she was very enthusiastic and curious to see 
what was inside the bag.  As soon as she arrived 
home she wanted to open the bag and set up the 
equipment.  The bags were very useful because 
stimulating learning environments were created.  
These environments were a good opportunity for 
us parents to spend some quality time with our 
kids.  It was the perfect time for us parents to show 
our child things, to do fun activities together, and 
even teach our child values. It also strengthened 
the communication between all the members of the 
family because everyone gave a helping hand to set 
up the equipment. It was a pleasant experience for us 
to try to figure out how to set up the equipment and 
use the available space.   

We used the Communication Friendly Spaces bags 
inside in our study room, as we spend most of 
the time there.  However, it would have been an 
enjoyable experience if we could have set up the 
equipment outside.  Once Martina wanted to set up 
one of the tents in her grandfather’s garden.  Martina 
used the tents as a reading corner, for role play and 
playing educational games.  The tents were also a 
good place for Martina to read some stories with all 
the members of the family even with her elder sister.  
This was a good opportunity for Martina to improve 
her listening and speaking skills. Reading to Martina 
gave us an inside look at what she is interested in.  
As we read stories to her we asked her questions and 
told her to look carefully at the pictures and to try to 
guess how the story is going to finish.

On the whole she enjoyed herself using the tents 
and the curtain, however, we could notice that she 
preferred to use certain items that were included in 
the bags such as the torch, the stools, wicker baskets 
and small bag.  She used the stools and the wicker 
baskets to create a tea-party for her dolls (role play).  
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The small bag was used for playing a feely game 
and a matching game.  We put some objects inside 
the small bag without letting our child seeing them.  
Martina had to guess what the objects were from the 
texture, size and shape.  These activities increased 
our bonding time. The time spent playing games and 
reading books with our child was a perfect snuggle 
time. Some objects aroused the child’s imagination.  
In fact she liked to use the torch.  She pretended that 
she is a pirate looking for a treasure.

We would like to thank Ms. Elizabeth Jarman, for 
sharing ideas how to create stimulating learning 
environments from simple things we can find at 
home.  

Spending time with our children can be fun and 
educational for us and for them.’
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The project demonstrates credible evidence that the 
CFS™ Bags for Families programme has performed 
strongly in the Maltese context. Data indicates that 
the programme is helping to build an effective 
relationship between schools and families around the 
child’s communication skills and social development. 
Families participating in the programme were 
reported as improving communication with the 
teachers, with the concept of family literacy 
and becoming more engaged with their child’s 
development. 

Teachers reported improvements in the frequency of 
conversations with families and improvements in the 
quality of communication. 

A further indication of strong performance in 
engaging with families was the depth of changes 
that were reported by teacher. Most families 
showed significant improvement in the quality of 
communication with teachers and engagement with 
learning and speaking and listening. The qualitative 
character of interaction
with parents/carers is obviously crucial in creating a 
supportive context for communication development. 
Significant improvement in this respect is particularly 
encouraging because it indicates the type of profound 
change that is likely to last beyond the duration of 
the project. This bodes well for the likelihood that the 
programme is impacting positively on child
speech and language development in the long term. 

Overall, CFS™ Bags for Families appears to be 
working well in strengthening the building blocks 
necessary for supporting communication-friendly 
activities in family life.

This CFS™ Bags for Families in Malta has achieved 
notable successes in helping to create supportive 
conditions for the development of children’s 
communication skills and relationships with families.

Elizabeth Jarman

August 2013

Conclusions
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Appendix
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This impact measure will enable you to monitor the effectiveness of your programme. 

Complete one form for each family a week before you start lending the bags so that you are clear about 
your starting point. Mark the most accurate response to each question with a X. Revisit this form at the end 
of your programme and this time record your responses to the questions with a circle. 

Your progress will be easily recognisable in the distance between your first and second responses. 

Family name: ..................................................................................

1. How effective is two-way communication with the family? 

2. How often do you talk to the child’s parent/carer? 

3. What are typical conversations about? 

4. Does the parent/carer contribute verbally to your observation and assessment system? 

5. Does the parent/carer talk to you about their child’s speaking and listening skills or levels  
 of engagement/concentration? 

6. Does the parent/carer document evidence of their child’s preferred learning context? 

The Communication Friendly Spaces™ Bags for Families
Impact Measure

www.elizabethjarmantraining.co.uk
©2012 ELIZABETH JARMAN® 

Could be better OK Really good

Social greeting Concerns about child Child’s interests

Fortnightly Once/twice a week MoreOnce/twice a day

No If asked Regularly

No If asked Regularly

No If asked Regularly

Monthly

Have you noticed any particularly positive outcomes from the CFS™ Bags for Families project for this 
child/family?
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CONTACT

Should you have any questions please get in 
touch:

www.elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk info@
elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk

+44 (0)1233 822193

About the ELIZABETH JARMAN® Foundation

Elizabeth Jarman set up the Foundation in 2009 
as a not for profit organisation, keen to raise
the profile of the need for a re-think about the 
learning environments on offer for children, young 
people and families. The Foundation commissions, 
collates and disseminates research findings to
help partners to create more effective learning 
environments.

Aware of the excitement and commitment of 
practitioners and teachers to participate in action 
research projects, Elizabeth wanted to channel 
this enthusiasm and create an opportunity and 
conduit for colleagues to collaborate on projects 
of national and international interest.

The Foundation produces four new occasional 
papers each year, which focus on aspects of the 
learning environment. Some examples of existing 
papers include ‘Why Lighting Matters’, ‘Noise in 
Learning Environments’ and ‘Transition and the 
Environment’. A sample paper, which focuses on
‘Colour in the Environment’ can be viewed by 
registering for a trial membership.

An annual membership gives you access to the 
site, which allows you to access a wealth of 
research papers, case studies, international links 
and the opportunity to be kept up to date on new 
thinking about learning environments. We hope 
that you find the site helpful and professionally 
stimulating.

Visit our website for more information:
www.elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk

©2013 ELIZABETH JARMAN®

No part of this document (images or text) may be
reproduced in any form without the prior written
permission of ELIZABETH JARMAN®.

Have you noticed any particularly positive outcomes from the CFS™ Bags for Families project for this 
child/family?


